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Abstract 
 
This phase one study was conducted using qualitative research methods in order to 
describe to policymakers and local literacy program experts more completely the current 
challenges and needs some adult women in Tennessee with low-literacy skills face when pursing 
higher education or a professional career.  In turn, such information can assist them in better 
identifying appropriate resources and interventions to serve these women.  
Data were collected through a cross-case analysis of two individual case studies and five 
interviews with three adult learners and two literacy program experts. Artifacts (e.g., flyers) were 
also collected, but provided no substantial contribution to the data. The themes that emerged 
from this study were the need to 1) bond with an instructor, 2) attain more than a part-time job, 
3) to overcome past experiences in school, 4) programs to be offered in close proximity of where 
the adult learners live, and 5) for instruction to include financial literacy.  
Implications for practice included, but are not limited to, proximity of the literacy 
program to the adult learner and the need to be more broadly advertised, emphasizing the fact 
that these services are free and available to everyone.  
This study was designed to be the first phase of a continuing research effort.  It provides a 
strong, informal case that further research is needed to serve a largely underserved population of 
women with low-literacy skills in Tennessee who need the services provided by state and local 
literacy programs.   
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Chapter One: Introduction 
Introduction of the Problem 
Based on a 2005 report prepared by the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 
30 million adults from across the United States (U.S.) were found to lack even the most basic 
literacy skills needed in order for them to function successfully in their daily lives (2005).   
Studies confirm that the lack of basic literacy skills also impacts an individual’s 
economic status.  In 2012, the ProLiteracy organization collected data from various federal 
sources, which revealed that 43 percent of all adults over the age of 16 in the U.S. were reported 
to be at poverty level.  At that time, 30.6 percent of those adults living at or below the poverty 
level in the U.S. were residing in Tennessee.  The state of Tennessee has recognized adults with 
low-literacy skills as a major problem for the state’s economy and over the last several years has 
worked toward improving the state’s low-literacy skills rates through a number of programs and 
partnerships with the community (State of Tennessee Governor's Office, 2014).   
There is a correlation between the literacy skills of adults to living in poverty (UNESCO, 
2006).  The impact of not having even the most basic literacy skills has long lasting effects on 
their lives, often resulting in their living in abject poverty for life.  Margulies’ (2013) study also 
revealed that illiterate young women between the ages of 16 to 19, living at or below the poverty 
level, were six times more likely to have a child outside of marriage.  Without the parental 
infrastructure in place to share the responsibilities of childrearing, women often struggle to rise 
out of their impoverished situations.  Easton’s (1991) survey found that women indicate 
childcare is one of several reasons for not being able to pursue a higher education thereby 
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reducing their chance to further their education or obtain a higher paying job.  These are only a 
few of the factors that have emerged which contribute to women in Tennessee with low-literacy 
skills being able to pursue a higher education or find gainful employment. 
 In 2003, the unemployment rate among women in Tennessee was higher than that of 
their male counterparts in the state.  The employed women who were surveyed reported earning 
on average $23,000 per year or less versus males who were in a similar job who earned $31,000 
per year (see Figure 1).  This difference equates to approximately 25 percent lower salary for 
women.  According to the Tennessee Economic Council on Women (2013), $23,000 per year 
would not be enough income to support a single-woman with one child in Knox (Knoxville), 
Shelby (Memphis), or Davidson (Nashville) counties, further substantiating the need for women 
to obtain a higher education in order to be able to compete in the professional realm. 
 
  Figure 1.  2003 Average Annual Salary in Tennessee for Men and Women 
$-$5,000	
$10,000	$15,000	
$20,000	$25,000	
$30,000	$35,000	
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The purpose of this qualitative research study is to show the relationship between 
Tennessee women with low-literacy skills and their ability to seek an advanced degree or obtain 
gainful employment.  This pilot project is a small-scale study to establish a basis for future 
research to identify the necessary interventions to increase women’s access to postsecondary 
education and long-term, high-wage employment.   
Problem Statement 
The available data do not provide a clear depiction of the consequences women living in 
Tennessee with low-literacy skills experience when trying to pursue a higher education or obtain 
long-term, high-wage employment.  Although the U.S. Census Bureau’s data reveal reasonable 
graduation rates among women in Tennessee, it is important to note that these rates include 
women who eventually earn equivalents of a high school diploma outside the conventional 
setting or timeframe of a traditional student (Fact Finder, 2013).  Therefore, these data do not 
accurately reflect the actual number of students who graduated from high school and either 
immediately entered into the workforce or completed their secondary education at a later date.   
In 2003, it was estimated that of the 4.4 million Tennesseans who were 18 years of age 
and older, 13 percent of them lacked the basic literacy skills needed to be functional in society 
(National Center for Education Statistics).  D'Andrea’s (2010) report showed that of those 
enrolled in high school in Tennessee in 2002-2003, only 70 percent of the students graduated by 
2005-2006.  Tennessee’s graduation rates were lower than the national average of 73 percent and 
lagging behind several surrounding states:  Kentucky 77 percent and North Carolina 72 percent 
(p. 9).   
The U.S. Census Bureau estimated that the population of Tennessee would increase to 
nearly 6.5 million people by 2013, of which approximately 51 percent of the population in the 
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state will be female (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014).  In the 5-year estimates generated by the 
American Community Survey, only 33.1 percent of the adult population 25 years of age and over 
were anticipated to complete high school in 2013, including those who received GEDs 
(American Fact Finder, 2013).  Since the U.S. Census Bureau conducts the survey on a 10-year 
cycle, there is a significant limitation to this study of not being able to work with its data.  
Therefore, it is necessary to base part of the research on U.S. Census Bureau demographic 
information, which is at least 14 years old.     
Through a focused analysis of various case studies and interviews, this study will attempt 
to show the impact for women in Tennessee with low-literacy skills on their postsecondary 
education and employment opportunities.  An added benefit of using multiple data collection 
methods will offer greater fidelity of the final research product.  
The Need  
The state of Tennessee recognized adults with low-literacy skills as a major problem for 
the state’s economy.  Over the last several years, it has worked toward improving its low-literacy 
skill rates through a number of programs and partnerships with the community (State of 
Tennessee Governor's Office, 2014).  First Lady, Crissy Haslam, launched her own literacy 
program for families in the state, in addition to partnering with numerous literacy programs that 
are already being offered by the local libraries, community centers, foundations, the University 
of Tennessee, non-profit organizations, and faith-based organizations, some of which are 
supported in full or part by the state.   
No research studies were found that reveal the impact of low-literacy skills for women 
living in Tennessee when pursuing a higher education or ability to obtain employment 
opportunities.  Through a focused analysis of case studies and interviews, a portrait of the effect 
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these factors have on women will be drawn.  The purposes of this study are to identify the 
deficiencies of low-literacy skills with the objective to better describe the women’s current 
situations and needs to policymakers and identify applicable interventions to offer on a state and 
local government level.   
Significance of the Study  
This qualitative research study provided a relevant description of the effect that lack of 
access to educational and employment opportunities has on women with low-literacy skills in the 
state of Tennessee.  As an example of the significance of this study, the following factors have 
been found to greatly influence women’s lives, and yet no one knows exactly how they occur.  
First, adults with low-literacy skills are typically at greater risk of being unemployed, 
incarcerated, or susceptible to serious illnesses (Center for Community Health, 2014; D’Andrea, 
2010; ProLiteracy, 2015); or they experience financial challenges.  Second, young women have 
been found to be four times more likely to have children out of wedlock than those who 
completed their secondary education (ProLiteracy, 2015), often resulting in these single parents 
and their families living an impoverished life.  The State of Tennessee estimated that by 2013 the 
number of adolescent females in the population between the ages of 10 and 17 years of age 
would be 327,912.  For every 1,000 adolescent females (all racial groups), the State projected 
that 5.9 percent of them would have a child before reaching the age of 17 (2013), supporting the 
findings that there is a relationship between the women completing their secondary education 
and out of wedlock childbearing.  The lack of education is shown to increase women’s chances 
of not being able to support themselves or their children (Tenneessee Economic Council on 
Women, 2013).     
Variables such as low-literacy and lack of education contribute to a greater risk for the 
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women to face unemployment, incarceration, serious illnesses (Center for Community Health, 
2014; D’Andrea, 2010), and/or financial challenges.  The consequences of women undergoing 
any of these situations spread far beyond the individual and specific condition.  In addition, the 
potential for lost wages not only affects their families, but also impacts their already 
impoverished communities negatively by their inability to reinvest through local spending and 
taxes (D’Andrea, 2010).  Lower income communities consistently experience rising local crime 
rates and promote continued dependency on social services like Medicaid, Social Security, and 
Unemployment Compensation as the economy in the community declines (Cardoza, 2013; 
D’Andrea, 2010).   
This study is the basis for a larger research project focused on ultimately increasing the 
number of women graduates in higher education in the state and enhancing their opportunities 
for gainful employment.  It will provide information for the policymakers and literacy program 
experts to consider when determining how to help the women of Tennessee with low-literacy 
skills to become better prepared to enter into postsecondary education and the workforce.   
Research Questions 
 This study reviewed several individual case studies and a meta-summary or meta-
synthesis of the case study findings will be created.  The information found in the meta-summary 
will be used to pose questions to both literacy program experts and adult learners who have 
recently attended or are attending local literacy programs at this time.  The research questions for 
this study, as listed below, address the different constituencies: Adult Learner and Literacy 
Program Experts. 
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Questions regarding the Perspective of Women Adult Learners in Tennessee’s Literacy 
Programs 
RQ 1. What do women Adult Learners in Tennessee with low-literacy skills perceive as a 
need(s) when pursuing higher education or employment?  
RQ 2. How do women Adult Learners in Tennessee with low-literacy skills feel their literacy 
programs have contributed to the improvement of their reading and writing skills?   
RQ 3. How do women Adult Learners in Tennessee with low-literacy skills describe their 
success after participating in a literacy program? 
Questions regarding the Perspective of Literacy Program Experts in Tennessee’s Literacy 
Programs 
RQ 4. What are the Literacy Program Experts’ perceptions of relationships between the lack of 
access to education and employment opportunities faced by women with low-literacy 
skills who live in Tennessee face?  
RQ 5. What are the Literacy Program Experts’ perceptions of which aspects of their literacy 
programs have contributed to improving the reading and writing skills of women in 
Tennessee with low-literacy skills?  
RQ 6. How do the Literacy Program Experts measure the success of their literacy programs? 
This case study research provided an overview of women’s literacy in Tennessee and 
their needs for employment and access to postsecondary education.  This research study includes 
interviewing adult learners and literacy program experts regarding Tennessee’s literacy programs.  
The research questions for the study were developed based on a review of the available literature 
on the topic.  Table 1 illustrates the specific method of data collection and participants for each 
research question.  
  
  
8 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 1  
 
Research questions sources 
 
  
Research Questions 
Case 
Study/Interview 
 
Interviewee(s) 
 Research Questions for Adult Learners (AL)    
RQ 1 Research Question One: 
What do women Adult Learners in Tennessee with 
low-literacy skills perceive as a need(s) when 
pursuing higher education or employment? 
 
Case Study & 
Interview 
 
Adult Learner 
RQ 2 Research Question Two: 
How do women Adult Learners in Tennessee with 
low-literacy skills feel their literacy programs have 
contributed to the improvement of their reading and 
writing skills?   
 
Interview 
 
Adult Learner 
RQ 3 Research Question Three: 
How do women Adult Learners in Tennessee with 
low-literacy skills describe their success after 
participating in a literacy program? 
 
Interview 
 
Adult Learner 
 Research Questions for Literacy Program 
Experts (LPE) 
  
RQ 4 Research Question One: 
What are the Literacy Program Experts’ 
perceptions of relationships between the lack of 
access to education and employment opportunities 
faced by women with low-literacy skills who live 
in Tennessee face? 
 
Case Study & 
Interview 
 
Literacy 
Program 
Expert 
RQ 5 Research Question Two: 
What are the Literacy Program Experts’ 
perceptions of which aspects of their literacy 
programs have contributed to improving the 
reading and writing skills of women in Tennessee 
with low-literacy skills? 
 
Interview 
 
Literacy 
Program 
Expert 
RQ 6 Research Question Three: 
How do the Literacy Program Experts measure the 
success of their literacy programs?  
 
Interview 
Literacy 
Program 
Expert 
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Definition of Terms 
 For the purposes of this study only, the definitions provided below are for the following 
terms:  
Appalachia or Appalachian – Identifies a geographical region of approximately 205,000-square-
miles on the continental United States.  The region follows the Appalachian Mountains from 
New York to Mississippi, 12 states in total: Tennessee, North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, 
Kentucky, Alabama, Mississippi, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Maryland, New York, and Virginia.  
According to the Appalachian Regional Region Commission, 42 percent of the population in this 
region is rural (Appalachian Regional Commission, 2015).    
Adult Learner – Any individual, 16 years of age and older who engages in an activity where “any 
sustained change in thinking, values, or behavior” (Cranton, 1992, p. 3) can occur.  For the 
purposes of this study, the adult learner is female and enrolled in a literacy program in Tennessee.   
GED – An acronym used for the General Educational Development.  A standardized test 
administered to learners ages 16 and older who have not completed high school education and is 
used as an equivalency test for obtaining a high school diploma (Dictionary.com, 2015).     
Gainful Employment – Is described as “an occupation that pays income” (Collins English 
Dictionary, n.d.), but for the purpose of this study will mean a steady income versus an hourly 
wage.  
Literacy – Describes “using printed material and written information to function in society, to 
achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and potential” (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2006).  
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Literacy Program Expert – Describes directors, instructors, and volunteers of local literacy 
programs.  
Low Literacy – Was used to describe adult Level 1 literacy or having reading and comprehension 
skills that are at or lower than a fifth-grade level of education.    
Limitations and Assumptions 
 In the United States (U.S.), one source of data on literacy skills is the U.S. Census, which 
occurs every 10 years.  American Community Survey (ACS) is another source and is conducted 
on an annual basis.  The ACS involves interviewing approximately one out of every 38 U.S. 
households (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).  Respondents reply either in writing through the mail or 
via an online survey using the Internet and a computer; both of these methods of response could 
be challenging to respondents with low-literacy skills or individuals who have limited or no 
access to the Internet.   
In the case of the U.S. Census Bureau not receiving the paper forms back in a timely 
fashion from the respondents, volunteers are sent out to interview the individuals in person, 
helping them to complete the form in an interview type setting (U.S. Census Bureau, 2014).  In 
rural areas of the country like Tennessee, this process can be a time consuming task because of 
the state’s geographic obstacles (e.g., remote, mountainous, lack of easy access to the homes).  
The volunteers play an important role in ensuring that underrepresented populations like 
individuals in rural Tennessee are included in the survey.    
Another limitation to these data is that there is no differentiation provided by the Census 
Bureau as to why the reported high school completion rates fail to differentiate between those 
adults who have taken the high school equivalency tests to obtain their diplomas (alternate route) 
and those who completed high school.  In the U.S. Census, high school completers and GED 
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recipients are aggregated.  By merging the high school equivalency students into the completion 
rates students, the data fail to portray the actual time it took the students to complete their 
secondary education.  Furthermore, the graduation rates suggest to readers that all of the 
participants completed high school at the same time and within three years after leaving high 
school.  Based on other research, most likely some students took five years or more to complete 
their secondary education.  Finally, the current data do not examine the number of students who 
used the alternate route (e.g., GED) to completion versus the traditional routes. 
Parikh’s et al. (1996) research on individuals with low-literacy skills revealed another 
difficulty in gathering a true evaluation of low-literacy skills among adults who are not willing to 
admit to anyone that they cannot read because of the shame they feel.  Parikh et al. interviewed 
202 indigent patients in a health care setting; approximately 40 percent of those interviewed 
admitted having some trouble reading.  That 19 percent of the patients said they had never 
admitted their inability to read to anyone prior to being interviewed (p. 34) is a compelling 
finding.  In addition, even though there were written materials at a lower reading level available 
to the patients, they were unwilling to ask for copies out of shame and/or embarrassment.  
Nathanson (1989) stated there is a direct correlation between shame and profound secrecy among 
individuals.  This connection decreases the likelihood that an adult with low-literacy skills will 
tell someone else that he/she cannot read.   
These several limitations make it very difficult for researchers to gain a complete picture 
of the true level of adult literacy.  In addition, they make it challenging to recommend 
interventions to improve literacy levels.  Therefore, low-literacy among adults persists at high 
levels in some areas of Tennessee and the world.    
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Summary 
The goal of this study was to use case study research to gain a better understanding of the 
impact experienced by women with low-literacy skills, who live in Tennessee when pursuing 
higher education or employment.  This chapter has demonstrated that relying on data provided 
by the U.S. Census, National Center for Educational Statistics, or the State of Tennessee to 
determine the gap in literacy is insufficient and a more in-depth study is needed.  As discovered 
by Parikh, et al. (1996), adults with low-literacy do not self-report, because of shame and/or 
embarrassment and alternatives to reporting are needed.  This situation contributes to the 
persistent incomplete picture of the impact that low-literacy has on these individuals.   
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Chapter Two:  
 
Literature Review 
 
Introduction 
 
The purpose of the study was to address the consequences women in Tennessee with low-
literacy skills experience when pursuing a degree in higher education or seeking employment.  
This research described their current situations and needs to policymakers and literacy program 
experts more completely and assisted in better identifying appropriate interventions. 
A broad literature review was necessary in order to provide a clearer picture of the 
challenges the women living in Tennessee with low-literacy skills are confronted with when 
pursuing a higher education or seeking employment.  The U.S. Census Bureau, National Center 
for Educational Statistics, and the State of Tennessee data are the common sources for data on 
literacy, education, and employment rates.  However, these data lack sufficient information on 
the exact number of adults who are impacted by low-literacy skills based on what we have 
learned from other studies.  Parikh’s, et al. research found that individuals with low-literacy 
skills are not likely to tell anyone they are unable to read (1986, p. 34) due in part to their 
embarrassment and/or shame.  A more in-depth look into literature is needed in order to gain a 
better understanding of how broad the impact of low-literacy is in the state.  
This literature review was organized by three key topics for the study: literacy, higher 
education, and employment.  This discussion provided a much needed, broad overview of the 
issues and challenges faced by women in Tennessee with low-literacy skills.   
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Literacy 
The starting point for this study was comprised of data from many different sources.  
Data collected by the state and federal government provide the foundation of the overview as to 
just how great the impact low-literacy is on the state.  Other sources contributed much needed 
and greater depth to the understanding of the same.  
U.S. Census Bureau.  There were a number of federal sources to draw from in order to 
learn more about literacy internationally, nationally and locally.  The U.S. Census Bureau 
gathers statistical information on a 10-year cycle, the American Community Survey gathers 
information on an annual basis, and the National Center for Educational Statistics also collects 
data.  All of these data sets were important for this study and offered a broad range of 
information. 
The U.S. Census Bureau collects, maintains, and provides statistical information on the 
country’s population for planning purposes.  Every 10 years, the U.S. Census Bureau conducts 
surveys of all the residents of the U.S., gathering information on their age, educational 
attainment, income, and household size to name a few of the topics that are included in the 
survey.  Federal, state, and local governments use these data for planning purposes in order to 
provide adequate community services (e.g., literacy programs) and to allocate funding.   
For the purposes of this study, the U.S. Census Bureau data was used to provide 
background on the demographic, educational, social, economic, and housing characteristics of 
the residents of the state of Tennessee.  Providing a broad overview of each resident’s age, 
gender, marital status, number of children, educational attainment level, employment status, 
occupation, individual and family income (with benefits), and poverty level.  These were useful 
data for building a better understanding of the population in the State and the challenges that they 
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face (U.S. Census, 2014).   
 National Center for Education Statistics (NCES).  The National Center for Education 
Statistics (NCES) maintains a website on State and County Estimates of Low Literacy, which 
offers an online database that can be utilized to determine the percentage of adults with low-
literacy skills in a given state or county within the United States (NCES, 2003).  The database 
provides an estimate of literacy levels constructed from data collected in two surveys and follow-
up interviews.  These studies are part of the work conducted by the NCES and National 
Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL) volunteers.   
Using the NCES website, the data can be sorted and grouped to narrow the information to 
a specific state and/or county.  Providing the total number of adults (16 years or older) and the 
percentage of adults who have low-literacy skills in that state or county during 2003 (date of the 
last published U.S. Census).  In 2003, the national average number of adults with low-literacy 
was 14.5 percent.  The state of Tennessee reported a low-literacy rate among adults during the 
same year at 13 percent.  It is important to note the NCES indicated that the reported literacy 
levels also included non-English speakers in the national percentage.  There was no mention by 
the NCES as to what percentage of non-English speakers was included in the 13 percent for 
Tennessee (NCES, 2003).   
In addition to the data above, the NCES also prepared an analysis of the National 
Assessment of Adult Literacy Results; this survey was conducted to assess the literacy levels in 
the United States since the last one in 1992 (NCES, 2005).  The NAAL surveys were conducted 
across the U.S. using one-on-one interviews, in-home (and prisons), reaching over 19,000 
individuals (adults over the age of 16).   
In the NAAL, three literacy levels were evaluated: prose, document, and quantitative 
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(NCES, 2003).  Prose is described as being an individual’s ability to read lengthy material and to 
comprehend the material’s meaning without becoming confused.  The term document for the 
purposes of the survey describes an individual’s ability to perform routine tasks like completing 
an application for employment or reading a prescription label.  Quantitative literacy skills are 
described as computational types of tasks.  An example of quantitative literacy would be an 
individual’s ability to balance his/her checkbook or to calculate how much gratuity to leave a 
restaurant server in compensation for their service.    
NCES’s comparison of the three literacy level scores from the 2003 survey to the 
findings of their 1992 study revealed a significant increase in quantitative skills (283 vs. 275).  
Figure 2 displays the NAAL scales used to evaluate each of the three literacy levels; a score of 
289 is at the top of the “basic” category.  Basic literacy is described as when an individual can 
perform such routine, everyday-reading tasks such as reading a medicine label or directions on a 
soup can label.   
Based on the NAAL findings, there were no significant changes in the adults’ prose or 
document literacy skills from 1992 to 2003.  However, there was a connection between the 
various levels of literacy among adults.  For every increase in literacy level there is a direct 
correlation to the number of adults who were employed full time and their average salaries 
earned (Guirra, 2013, p. 22; NCES, 2005).   
 
Figure 2.  NAAL’s Literacy Levels and Literacy Scales (NCES, 2003) 
An additional questionnaire was included in the 2003 survey, which incorporated 
  
  
17 
questions that were not addressed in the 2003 NAAL survey.  These new questions were 
administered by the interviewers and using a computer-assisted personal interviewer (CAPI) 
system to record the interviewees’ responses.  The questionnaire addressed items such as 
whether or not the participants were on welfare, involved in any job training programs, were 
disabled (e.g., hearing or sight impairments, dyslexia), or other reasons as to why the participants 
were unable to complete the survey.  It was the desire of the NCES to be able to understand 
better the relationship between the participants’ disabilities and their literacy levels.   
ProLiteracy.  ProLiteracy, a well-recognized literacy organization, was formed in 2002 
when two individual adult literacy organizations combined their strengths in order to enhance 
adult literacy skills both nationally and internationally (ProLiteracy, 2015).  The next section 
describes two organizations and purposes of both original organizations as well as ProLiteracy.  
Dr. Frank Laubach, founder of Literacy International, discovered that many of the 
everyday challenges (e.g., poverty, unemployment) facing people around the world were a result 
of their poor literacy skills.  Laubach started a local reading program for adults and discovered 
that for every person he taught to read, in turn that person would teach someone else 
(ProLiteracy, 2015).   
Ruth J. Colvin, who followed the work of Laubach, thought literacy was only an 
international issue until reading an article published in her local newspaper on the number of 
people living in Syracuse who were illiterate.  This prompted Colvin to found a grass roots 
literacy program Literacy Volunteers of America (LVA).  Literacy Volunteers of America 
developed a method for teaching volunteers how to teach adults to read (ProLiteracy, 2015).  
ProLiteracy now incorporates the strengths from these two organizations.  It not only 
cultivates greater awareness of the issues of adult literacy, but also provides training content and 
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materials (e.g., New Readers Press) to literacy volunteers.  Moreover, ProLiteracy advocates for 
adult literacy with policymakers. 
The ProLiteracy website serves as a clearinghouse for a robust list of literacy facts that 
attribute to what ProLiteracy terms “The [literacy] Crisis.”  These data are compiled from 
general sources in the NAAL study, The Bureau of Justice Statistics Special Report, The Bureau 
of Labor Statistic (Department of Labor); The United Nations, USAID 2012, and UNESCO 
(ProLiteracy, 2012) and aggregated into talking points and Quick Facts.  Although there is no 
state or local information provided on their website, these data contribute a more accurate 
understanding of the extent and many issues related to adult literacy.  
Program for the International Assessment of Literacy (PIAAC).  In 2011-12, the 
Program for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies, or PIAAC, conducted an in-
home survey in twenty-three foreign countries and the United States to assess literacy levels of 
adults ranging in age from 16-65.  The key finding for the U.S. is that the country’s expected 
score for literacy was below that of 24 other countries.  The U.S. ranked 16 on the international 
list.  On average, the literacy score for the U.S. was 270 out of 500, falling into the intermediate 
category based on NAAL’s literacy scale (see Figure 2 earlier in this chapter).  Numeracy scores 
averaged 253 (intermediate) out of 500, with only 9 percent of U.S adults scoring in the highest 
numeracy category of proficient (ProLiteracy, 2012).  These results demonstrate that when 
compared internationally there is an issue of literacy across the U.S., not only in Tennessee.  
Postsecondary Education  
 
Providing a comprehensive overview of success for adult learners with low-literacy skills 
entering into a postsecondary institution will be challenging to create.  Based on a National 
Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy’s Review of Adult Learning and Literacy 
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journal, Reder’s (1999) chapter on the challenges of an “overlapping population of students,” 
describe how difficult it is to track the successfulness of adult literacy learners.  Reder pointed 
out previous research studies have relied on ACT, SAT, or the adult learner’s grades to validate 
their literacy levels and the inaccuracies of using these as benchmarks. 
Almeida, Johnson, and Steinberg (2006) reported that non-completers of high school who 
took the GED are 20 percent more apt to pursue a postsecondary degree as students who 
graduated from high school in a traditional manner.  Unfortunately, the adults who hold a GED 
only have a 10 percent chance of completing their postsecondary degree (p. 40).  Another study 
conducted around the same time as Almeida et al., discovered that less than one-half of a percent 
of the women who take the GED, in lieu of graduating from high school, ever complete their 
postsecondary education (Boudett, Murnane, & Willett, 2000).  These are just a few of the 
reasons found that support the benefits of completing a high school education versus testing out 
or taking the GED.  
A long-term research project was conducted by the National Bureau of Economic 
Research on two sample groups:  those who drop out of high school and those who did not drop 
out of high school.  The study was conducted in order to gain a better understanding of the 
students’ desire to complete their higher education.  The study revealed that 3 years after the 
adult learners complete their GED, they are 29 percent less likely to pursue a postsecondary 
education than at-risk high school graduates are.  However, 6 years later, the percentage dropped 
by nearly half (Tyler & Lofstrom, 2008).  These findings demonstrate that over time more of the 
students will complete higher education.  At least three reasons come to mind as possible 
explanations for this trend: 1) with age comes wisdom, 2) as time advances they might have 
more time available to pursue studies and/or 3) once entering the fulltime workplace the need for 
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education increases.      
Employment 
Office of Career, Technical, and Adult Education (OCTAE).  From the data collected 
in The American Community Survey (2011), the Office of Career, Technical, and Adult 
Education (OCTAE) created state adult literacy profiles (OCTAE, 2011).  The profiles show 
adult literacy levels by race, gender, ethnicity, and whether or not they are employed or 
unemployed or not in the workforce.  For the state of Tennessee, there were 6,355,603 million 
people at the time of the survey, 12 percent (783,969) of whom did not have a high school 
diploma or GED.  One percent (81,509) of the state’s population was not native English 
speakers; 57 percent (46,460) of the participants did not graduate from high school.     
OCTAE grouped the data to determine what percent of male adults versus female adults, 
without a high school diploma or GED, who spoke English, were employed, unemployed or not 
in the labor force at the time of the study.  Results showed that in 2011, 34 percent of the women 
in Tennessee made up the workforce of those who had never completed high school.  Thirty-six 
percent of the unemployed residents in the state were women.  Women represented 58 percent of 
residents who were not in the workforce at all.   
For the purposes of this study a further analysis of the data on the women who did not 
complete high school but speak English, revealed that only 9 percent of the women ages 16-24 in 
the state were employed, 23 percent of the same age group were unemployed, and 5 percent of 
the sample were not even in the workforce (p. 2) during 2011.  This showed the majority of 
females in the workforce were over the age of 25.   
Women & Literacy 
Gender Studies.  Gender Studies is an interdisciplinary examination of the impact that 
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the physical and biological differences between men and women have on our culture and society 
(UCLA, 2015).  Gender Studies has evolved through numerous iterations, from feminist studies 
on women’s accomplishment – focusing on women’s accomplishments – to men’s studies – 
focusing on masculinity (Malti-Douglas, 2007).  In 1990, the field of Gender Studies recognized 
the need to include the field of sexuality into the discipline in response to the increasing 
awareness of the challenges faced by sexual orientation.  
As Anderson & Collins (2010) points out in Race, Class & Gender: An Anthology, 
society has preconceived ideas of the roles human beings should hold based on their gender and 
racial-ethnicity.  These ideas stereotype individuals into roles which society feels are 
traditionally held by men or women and often are adopted by the man or woman through self-
fulfilling prophecy of society’s expectations (p. 285) and results in inequalities and injustices.   
 Women’s attainment of new literacy skills can be considered threatening to some men 
and impact their relationships (Horsman, 1990; Rockhill, 1987).  In some instances, exercising 
their newfound literacy skills can result in women not being allowed to continue with their 
courses.  Literacy classes have been found to provide social space for the women outside the 
home (UNESCO, 2003).  Women discover they have a voice in their household decisions, which 
have been traditionally handled by men (e.g., finances), and find themselves contributing to 
decisions that previously were not discussed between a man and woman.  This “voice” is a result 
of gaining confidence from speaking up in the classroom or a public space.  However, study 
results by Robinson-Pant (2005) revealed there are still inhibitions by the women to challenge 
men in some areas of their relationship (e.g., birth control).   
History of Women’s Studies.  Women’s studies (originally called female studies) is an 
academic discipline that emerged in the late sixties and early seventies as a result of the women’s 
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liberation movement in the United States.  College and university campuses across the country 
served as incubators for new ideas regarding a woman’s place in society and the workforce.   
Self-awareness was occurring; women were discovering their self-worth and potential for 
being recognized for what they contribute to society (McFadden, 2005).  The women began to 
realize the limitations that other females were encountering when trying to enter into higher 
education as a student or faculty member.  As Marilyn Boxer so profoundly stated, “places 
[academic institutions] where knowledge is created, taught, and preserved (1998, p. 128), have 
opened new doors for women.”  Over time, more female students and faculty members began to 
appear on the campuses.    
In the 1960s, there were hundreds of women’s studies classes being offered across the 
country, but no formal programs.  It was not until 1970 that the first formalized women’s studies 
program was started at San Diego State College (Peril, 2006) now known as San Diego State 
University.  Women’s Studies programs and departments are now found at every level (e.g., 
community colleges, private colleges) of institutions of higher education.   
A scholarly journal on women’s studies, Feminist Studies, was launched in 1972 and has 
become a credible source for articles related to women’s issues.  The journal focuses on social 
and political questions that impact not only on women, but on men as well, regarding issues of 
gender, racial identity, and sexual orientation.  Since the journal’s humble beginnings, a product 
of grassroots efforts by several feminist activists and students working out of an apartment 
basement, over four anthologies have been generated from its articles and various articles have 
been cited or reprinted in numerous other publications (2015).  
In the late 1970s, the National Women’s Studies Association (NWSA) was formed for 
educators in the field of women's studies.  The NWSA recognizes members who are both 
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professionally trained and local volunteers.  NWSA focuses on teaching, researching, and 
learning on the issues of gender and women.  Working closely with educators, students and 
community members, the NWSA's goal is to transform course curriculum and influence society 
through local communities on the challenges that women face with age, gender, race, ability, 
class, and access. 
Women and Literacy.  Women as adult learners often have second thoughts about 
pursing a higher education when faced with the idea of returning to the classroom in order to 
improve their literacy skills.  It may dredge up bad past experiences from their childhood.  The 
women expressed being on an emotional roller, from feelings of embarrassment when called on 
in class to read out loud to the humiliation of the name calling by the school bully as a result of 
their inability to read.  These negative experiences become barriers to the learning experience 
(Horsman, 1999, p.19).   
Other challenges to literacy are the feelings of being overwhelmed and despair because of 
the situations the women find themselves in as a result of life choices (Ennis, et. al, 1994).  
Poverty, illiteracy, and violence are issues in the rural parts of Tennessee.  Women born into a 
family that lives in abject poverty often do not realize they are poor until a schoolmate points it 
out to them while playing in the schoolyard, causing shame and self-consciousness.  Feelings are 
conjured up from these experiences that make a place of learning into an unsafe place to avoid 
(Farr, 1998; Sheldon, 2001).  
The shame of low-literacy skills can be crippling to the learner’s potential and 
development of his/her personality (Edelman, 1998).  Leslie Shelton (2011), in her chapter on 
Literacy as a Journey to Wholeness, writes about the impact shame had on the participants she 
interviewed for her study.  They likened it to being in a “kind of hell.”  The female learners 
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describe how they would go into a survival mode just to make it through the school day.  They 
defined “survival mode” as keeping a low profile and focusing on doing what it takes to get out 
of school.   
Classroom learning environments can be challenging.  Some women found themselves 
“self-regulating their speech,” in order not to stand out in the classroom or to be known as a 
“know it all” or out of fear that their response would be wrong and others would laugh (Sadker, 
1995).  The women talked about rehearsing their answers to the teachers’ questions in their head 
and then missing the opportunity to be called on to respond because they waited too long.    
Women’s Literacy and The Appalachians.  In 2012 the State of Tennessee's 
Department of Labor Workforce Development reported that nearly 29,000 students had dropped 
out of high school during 2011; adding to the 900,000 plus individuals who were already on 
record as not having a high school diploma (Doughty, 2012).  Dropout rates are one of three 
indicators used to determine the readiness and ability for achievement of the girls and women in 
the state.  When the dropout rates are combined with women’s degree and diploma attainment 
rates the results can be used to determine the women’s potential median income.  The National 
Household Education Surveys Program (NHES) found that adult learners with low literacy skills 
are less likely to take professional development or continuing education courses than their 
counterparts whom graduated from high school (NCES, 2008).  These data support the theories 
that educated women will earn higher wages and be better situated to support their families with 
a steady (long-term) income and emphasizes the importance of completing high school   
(Tennessee Economic Council on Women, 2012, p.12).  
Gender, Space, and Appalachia.  Although the workforce appears to be organized by 
gender, John Williams' (2002) points out in Appalachia: A History that the women may not work 
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outside the home, they are in charge of everything that occurs inside the house, while the men 
manage the issues that occur outside the home.  Women in the Appalachians are known for their 
role in handling family issues and keeping the family bonds strong even during the most difficult 
of times (Jones, 1994; Keefe, 2004; Williams, 2002).  Since the primary source for employment 
in the region involves manual labor (e.g., coal mining, timbering), men have been the ones who 
have traditionally worked outside the home.  
Based on Galvan (2001) and Stromquist’s (1997) studies, women in poverty often find 
themselves “isolated, sad, bored, lacking self-esteem” and wanting to do something else besides 
their routine daily tasks and attribute this to a result of gender.  These attitudes are often 
attributed to “structural constraints” according to Thompson (1997), since they [the women] are 
busy handling family issues there is little time for them to participate in activities outside the 
home (p. 36).   
In Pennsylvania [a state included in the Appalachian region], Prins et al. (2009) 
conducted a study on three federally funded Even Start Programs and found that marginalized 
women find literacy programs helpful social spaces.  Prins et al. performed a qualitative analysis 
on the Even Start case studies by forming four focus groups comprised of learners and staff 
located in metropolitan, urban, and rural settings.  There were 24 participants; 23 were women 
and 1was male, ranging in age from 18 to 40.  The focus groups were recorded and transcribed 
for analysis.  Each group was surveyed regarding what motivated them to attend the literacy 
programs, how they perceived their instructors helped them to meet their goals, and the learners’ 
classroom experience.  This qualitative study as well as many others reveals that women in 
literacy programs use the educational opportunity as a social space and support infrastructure, 
finding solace from the other learners (Galvan’, 2001; Horsman, 1990; Khandekar, 2004; Prins, 
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2006; Rodriquez-Brown & Meechan, 1998; Stromquist 1997).   
A second study by Schafft and Prins (2009) on “poverty, residential mobility and 
persistence” used a stratified random sample of 20 family literacy programs across the state 
[Pennsylvania] that represented approximately one third of the state’s literacy programs.  The 
researchers used 21 semistructured interviews (11 by telephone and 10 in person) to explore the 
perceptions of literacy program professionals (e.g., directors, instructors, case workers) as to why 
adult learners are motivated to attend local literacy programs.  Repeatedly the professionals cited 
they believe the supportive relationships adult learners built with their teachers and classmates 
accounted for their persistence.  Data also revealed that most of the adult learners attending the 
local literacy programs lived below poverty level (reported median monthly income by the adult 
learner was $1,300) and tend to have to relocate frequently for economic reasons.  The literacy 
programs offer these adult learners a stable social space, a place to go to for advice on personal 
matters, friendship, and support.  
 Conceptual Framework.  This study examined the current situations that women with 
low-literacy skills in the state of Tennessee were facing when pursuing a higher education or 
seeking gainful employment.  Through a feminist lens, it was the intent of the researcher to 
provide an overall picture of the women’s needs and current situations to policymakers and 
identify applicable interventions on a state and local government level.    
 One framework of this study was to take into consideration that although the 
Appalachians seem to maintain strong gender lines, women seem to be held in high regard when 
it comes to matters that involve the home and/or family (Williams, 2002).  In Appalachia, there 
is great respect for the family and mothers.  Traditions are handed down from one generation to 
another, creating a strong family culture (Stephens, 2005) and empowering women to make 
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decisions inside the home.  However, these same traditions instill a characteristic among women 
to not pursue their own wants, needs, or desires, in lieu of caring for the family.  
 Another framework was that of the State, which holds a strong desire to increase the 
number of individuals conferring degrees in higher education (Phillips, 2013) in order to improve 
the state’s economy.  Dicksteen (2012) discovered a connection between persistence rates and 
lower annual earnings, incarceration and health issues which are all known to burden the state’s 
economy by driving up social services costs (e.g., Medicaid). 
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Chapter Three:  
 
Methods 
 
Introduction  
 
This study was conducted using qualitative research methods in order to develop a 
depiction of the challenges that adult women in Tennessee with low-literacy skills face when 
pursing higher education or a professional career.  Creswell (2013) and Merriam (2009) 
emphasized the benefits of using qualitative research methods to explore topics more in-depth in 
order to give meaning to the data.  In this study, the data sources included two historical case 
studies (Merriam, 2009, p. 47) and in-depth interviews from two separate snowball samplings of 
individuals (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 3).  The interviews included both adult learners and 
literacy experts from local literacy programs in Tennessee.  These individual sources were used 
to develop an accurate picture of the situation studied. 
Research Design Overview 
Introduction.  This study provided an overview of the perceptions women in Tennessee 
with low literacy skills had regarding their abilities to pursue higher education or seek gainful 
employment after completing an adult literacy program.   
Using a case study technique described by Yin (2014) as cross-case analysis (p. 164) the 
individual case studies were reviewed and common phrases and/or words were identified and 
entered into a database organized by emerging themes.  This process was repeated on the second 
individual case study and a separate table of emerging themes was created.  The two tables were 
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compared and a meta-synthesis was written to determine if there were similarities between the 
two individual case studies.  
Interviews of Literacy Program Experts and Adult Learners provided another perspective 
to the study.  The use of cross-case analysis, meta-synthesis, and interviews were intended to 
show that the findings converged from several different sources.    
Individual Case Studies.  The focus of this study was adult women with low-literacy 
skills and the impact this had on their pursuit of a higher education and ability to find gainful 
(professional) employment in Tennessee.  Since the primary focus of this research is women’s 
literacy, case studies or “bounded systems” seemed to be the most appropriate method to use to 
describe their circumstances.  Two individual case studies on women in literacy programs were 
reviewed for similar characteristics in order to demonstrate that these cases were “categorically 
bound” (Merriam, 2009, p. 49) or followed the scaffolding of gender, education, literacy, and 
employment.  The intended outcome was to explain the phenomenon (low-literacy skills) from 
multiple perspectives through comparison and/or contrast in order to develop interventions.     
Meta-Summary or Meta-Synthesis of the Individual Cases.  A meta-summary, or 
meta-synthesis, was conducted on the individual case studies to identify relevant themes 
(Saldana, 2013, p. 181).  These themes were cataloged by the use of key words or terms.  The 
themes were then compared to the study’s research questions for relevance (Rubin & Rubin, 
2012, p. 118).  The themes were incorporated into the semi-structured questions for the 
participants’ interviews to confirm their relevance to the study.  Only the themes that address the 
research questions for this study were synthesized into the final summary.  All other themes were 
evaluated for future research endeavors. 
Interviews Provide Original Data.  Four interviews were conducted in total.  The entire 
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sample for this study was drawn from two distinct groups (see Figure 3) of individuals.  Each 
group was interviewed in succession.  Individuals in the first group were asked to recommend 
someone to participate in the next group, and so on.  This type of sample selection is known as 
the snowball sampling effect technique (Noy, 2008, p. 330).      
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3.  Snowball sampling of two distinct groups 
 
Literacy program experts.  The first subjects to be interviewed were the result of a 
request for participants among local literacy programs, vocational institutions, and high schools 
that collaborate with the Center for Literacy, Education & Employment at the University of 
Tennessee at Knoxville in order to identify two individuals who were actively engaged in 
teaching or volunteering in an adult literacy program.  There are no gender or age restrictions for 
this sample, only that they are working in the State of Tennessee.   
Directors, principals of the local high schools, and instructors at vocational institutions 
that offer literacy programs were recruited by email, requesting their participation.  The email 
invited volunteers to participate in the study (see Appendix A for sample email to Literacy 
Program Experts).  There was no maximum limitation as to the number of years of experience in 
the field they had, only that they had been involved in the program for more than one year in the 
state of Tennessee.  
 
 Literacy Program 
Experts 
 #1 
 
Adult 
Learners 
#2 
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Adult Learners.  The second group of participants was selected from a snowball 
sampling of the Literacy Program Experts.  The Experts were asked to identify two female adult 
learners who were enrolled in a local high school, vocational institution, or literacy program.  
(Due to the focus of the study, no male students were recruited to participate in this phase of the 
study.)  There were no age restrictions for this sample.  The researcher asked a participant to 
member check the responses that were given and the findings of the individual case studies.  
For the purposes of this study, Adult Learners were 16 years of age or older, female, 
native to and reside in Tennessee, and enrolled in a literacy program.  Through this sample 
population the goal was to gain a better understanding of the population size of underrepresented 
women in the state with low-literacy skills and learn their perspectives regarding participating in 
a literacy program.  Research reveals those with low-literacy skills were often embarrassed about 
telling anyone they were illiterate, which explains the importance for working through the 
Literacy Program Experts to recruit participants (Parikh’s, et al., 1996).  
Interview Questions.  The interview questions were designed in order to conduct semi-
structured interviews with the Literacy Program Experts regarding their impressions of the case 
study findings.  Questions focused on topics regarding the success of their organization’s low-
literacy programs and student success is measured (see Appendix B).  By structuring the 
interview format of the questions directed to the Literacy Program Experts, the researcher was 
able to guide the process to ensure that the questions were asked in a standardized format, 
allowing for easier comparison and coding.  The interviews were digitally recorded, with 
permission of the participants, and transcribed for thematic analysis.  
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Table 2 
Interview Questions – Literacy Program Experts 
Interview Questions  
Literacy Program Experts 
 
        Research Question                                                  Interview Question 
RQ 4. 
What are the Literacy 
Program Experts’ perceptions 
of relationships between the 
lack of access to education 
and employment opportunities 
faced by women with low-
literacy skills who live in 
Tennessee face?  
LPE 1. What barriers have you found that prohibit adult learners 
from pursuing a postsecondary education or 
employment?  
 
LPE 2. Do you feel your literacy program provides ways in 
which adult learners can overcome these barriers to allow 
access to education or employment opportunities?  If so, 
how?  
 
LPE 3. What consequences have you witnessed personally 
among the adult learners as a result of lack of access to 
educational and employment opportunities?   
 
RQ 5. 
What are the Literacy 
Program Experts’ perceptions 
of which aspects of their 
literacy programs have 
contributed to improving the 
reading and writing skills of 
women in Tennessee with 
low-literacy skills? 
 
LPE 4. In what way, do you feel your literacy program has 
contributed to the improvement of the adult learners 
reading and writing skills?  
 
LPE 5. Is there a particular pedagogy that you use which is 
more successful than others in teaching the adult learner 
to read and write? 
  
 
   
 
RQ 6. 
How do the Literacy Program 
Experts measure the success 
of their literacy programs? 
 
LPE 6. How do your measure the successfulness of your 
literacy program in teaching adult learners to read and 
write?  
 
LPE 7. Do you use any standardized tests?  If so, which ones?  
 
LPE 8. Do you maintain contact with your adult learners’ 
progress after leaving the literacy program?  If so, on 
what do you evaluate them?  
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A second set of semi-structured interview questions (see Appendix C) guided the 
discussions with the two adult learners who were enrolled in a local adult literacy program.  The 
questions were comprised of topics that related to the adult learner’s impressions of the study’s 
qualitative findings, such as:  
Table 3  
Interview Questions – Adult Learner  
Interview Questions  
Adult Learners 
 
        Research Question                                                  Interview Question 
RQ 1. 
What do the Adult Learners in 
Tennessee, with low-literacy 
skills, perceive as a need(s) 
when pursuing a higher 
education or employment? 
 
AL 1. Did the literacy program prepare you for post secondary, 
continuing education, or vocation training?  If not, why?  
 
AL 2. Did the literacy program prepare you for employment or 
a new job?  If so, how?  
 
AL 3. What else could the literacy program have done to 
prepare you for education or work?  
 
RQ 2. 
How do women Adult 
Learners in Tennessee, with 
low-literacy skills, feel their 
literacy programs have 
contributed to the 
improvement of their reading 
and writing skills?  If so, 
how? 
AL 4. Do you feel the literacy program experience improved 
your reading and writing? 
 
AL 5. In what ways did it help you, specifically? Could you 
provide an example? 
 
AL 6. Did you have to overcome any obstacles during the 
classes or with the program?  
 
AL 7. What were the greatest challenges?  
 
RQ 3.  
How do the Adult Learners in 
Tennessee with low-literacy 
skills describe their success 
after participating in a literacy 
program? 
AL 8. Did taking the literacy program make you successful?  If 
so, how?  Could you give me an example?  
 
AL 9. Have you started school or a new job?  If so, how long 
have you been enrolled in class or working there?  
 
AL 10. What do others say about what you have learned?  
Could you give me an example?  
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The use of semi-structured interview questions served as a guide to ensure that the 
questions posed were presented in a uniform approach and to confirm a clear understanding of 
the responses.  With the interviewee’s permission (or that of their legal guardian), the interview 
was digitally recorded and transcribed for thematic evaluation.  
At the interview session, each participant received a consent form to review and sign.  If 
the participant did not understand the consent form, it was explained verbally.  A copy of the 
participant’s signed consent form was retained.  The consent form advised the participant that 
he/she was not required to participate in the study and could opt out at any time.  All of the 
participants’ identities were kept confidential.  After the transcription of the interviews, the 
participants were asked to review the transcripts to ensure they capture their thoughts and they 
were comfortable with the information that was included in the study.  This process of member 
checking increased content validity in the interview and summary data (Creswell, 2013, p. 252). 
Analysis and Findings.  Figure 4 illustrates the analysis process for this study.  In order 
to identify patterns and establish emerging themes, the data collected from the individual case 
studies, meta-summary of the individual case studies, and interviews were reviewed, organized, 
and coded (Saldana, 2013).  Initial Coding (p. 100) allowed for determining the meaning of the 
data and how it addresses the research questions.  This process included sorting through the data 
to evaluate what was relevant to this study and what should be considered at a later date in a 
future study.  
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Figure 4.  Step-by-step Synthesizing of the Individual Case Study Results    
 
The first cycle of coding included looking at the individual case studies and interview 
transcripts from three different perspectives.  First, Initial Coding (p. 100) is a method of 
organizing qualitative data into segments, reviewing and identifying topics, words, or statements 
(themes) that support the research questions and those that do not.  Second, Causation Coding 
(p.165) was used to determine the participants’ personal ethos of the literacy programs.  
Causation Coding identified what individuals think about why things occurred and would be 
important to comprehend why they perceive or do not perceive attending or providing a literacy 
program helpful.  Third, Values Coding (p. 110) provided an understanding of their viewpoints 
and how they see their role in society.  After each coding, an analytic memo was prepared to 
Individual case studies 
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TAGS
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document what was learned and observed [during the interviews] from the first cycle of coding 
(p. 41).   
Axial Coding (p. 218) was used for the second cycle of coding.  Axial Coding reunites 
the “fractured” or “split” data that occurs during the initial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1998, p. 
124).  This method of second cycle coding was chosen based on the various forms of data in this 
study (e.g., individual case studies, interview transcripts, analytic memos).  Reassembling the 
data using an “axis” or emergent category (e.g., higher education, employment, literacy) to pull 
the subcategories (or spokes of a wheel) back together in order to make sense of the data (p. 218).   
Next, the data were organized by theme or topic in order to ascertain the top two or three 
themes.  Finally, a meta-summary (Saldana, 2013, p. 181) was prepared of the findings in order 
to provide a logical comparison of the individual case studies and interviews.  
Researcher’s Role.  As the researcher in this qualitative research methods analysis, I saw 
my role as an instrument in the process (Lichtman, 2013, p. 21).  I think it was important that I 
share my bias in order for the reader to understand my perspective, which I am sure influenced 
my interpretation and analysis of the data.  In this section, I explain my reasons for selecting this 
topic to research.  I know that my impressions influenced the way in which I identified themes, 
what data I selected, and the participants I chose to interview.  To ensure I managed my bias, I 
designed the study using triangulation (Creswell, 2013, p. 251; Lichtman, 2013, p.22), selecting 
multiple sources of information in order to validate my findings.    
The inspiration for my research came from the women that I have met over the last 36 
years while vacationing in eastern Tennessee.  Although I found these indigenous people to be 
warm and friendly, they can be distant regarding private matters if they do not know you 
personally.  Year after year I would see the women in the same places (e.g., gift shop, beauty 
  
  
37 
salon, grocery store, neighborhood) doing identically the same thing they were doing the year 
before.  Although we would discuss their plans for the future (e.g., expanding their gift shop, 
going back to school), they were unable to achieve their dreams and desires for some reason.  
The women were intelligent, hardworking, resourceful and often the breadwinners for their 
families.  I could not understand why they were not able to accomplish their goals.  Through 
observation and conversations, I came to realize they were illiterate.  Most of the women that I 
talked with had not completed middle school or high school due to family obligations (e.g., 
illness of a parent, birth of a child) and never found the time to return to school to complete their 
education.  I felt for them and knew that I wanted to explore what could be done to improve their 
lives.   
My reason for using qualitative research methods was based on my impression that there 
was an unrepresented population of adults with low-literacy skills, primarily women, in the State 
of Tennessee.  Further, I believe these women were not being recognized as “in need of 
furthering their education” in order to qualify for gainful employment.  In addition, I was 
concerned that these women may not respond to a written survey (e.g., U.S. Census Bureau) and 
would have the propensity to avoid responding to someone they were unfamiliar with if 
approached for a one-to-one interview.  I believe a personal relationship must be established with 
this population in order for them to confide in someone regarding any needs they may have, or 
perceive to have, and information regarding family matters.  Therefore, I questioned whether 
current statistical reports provided an accurate picture of the literacy situation regarding pursuing 
higher education and employment.  These were the premises I have contributed to my pursuit of 
this topic and my research design choices.  
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Time for Completion 
 Table 4 providing a proposed timeline for completion of this dissertation was developed 
using an anticipated commencement date and building in some flexibility for unanticipated 
outcomes that often accompany qualitative research.  A date was established for the proposal 
defense and, once completed, a protocol was filed with the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for 
approval to conduct follow-up interviews with the four participants.  Individual case analyses, 
interviews, and transcription of the interviews were conducted and a meta-summary was 
prepared.  The meta-summary was used to prepare Chapters Four and Five of the dissertation.  
Final edits, review, and approval by the Major Professor and Committee were attained, the 
appropriate paperwork was completed and the dissertation was uploaded into ProQuest.  
 
Table 4 
Anticipated Dissertation Timeline  
  
  Dissertation Stage Timeline 
Proposal Defense May 2015 
IRB Approval May 2015 
Analysis of Individual Case Studies May 2015 
Interviews June 2015 
Transcribe Interviews/ Meta-Summary June/July 2015 
Write Chapters Four and Five July 2015 
Editor’s Review of Dissertation August 2015 
Final Review of Dissertation by Major Professor & 
Committee 
August 2015 
Register for Graduation September 2015 
Dissertation Defense September 2015 
Final Edits and ETD Formatting Check October 2015 
Submission to ProQuest October 2015 
Graduation December 2015 
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Chapter Four: 
 
Findings 
 
 
Introduction 
Chapter Four describes the results of this qualitative research study on the consequences 
some women in Tennessee with low-literacy skills experience when pursuing a degree in higher 
education or seeking gainful employment.  The intent of the research is to describe more 
completely their current situations and needs to policymakers and literacy program experts.  In 
turn, such information can assist them in better identifying appropriate resources and 
interventions to serve the women in Tennessee.     
In one phase of the research, two case studies of literacy programs that served women 
were selected and conducted.  The focus of the case study research was to examine the adult 
literacy programs from the perspective of adult learners and instructors and provide insight into 
students’ pursuit of postsecondary education and gainful employment.  These cases were 
“categorically bound” (Merriam, 2009, p. 49), following the scaffolding of gender, education, 
literacy, and employment.  
In the other phase of the research, data were gathered from a Tennessee literacy program.  
In-depth interviews were conducted from two separate snowball samplings of individuals 
involved in the program and documents were examined (Rubin & Rubin, 2012, p. 3).  The 
director of the Friends of Literacy organization identified two literacy instructors to be 
interviewed based on their current teaching assignments.  Their three instructors, in turn, worked 
together to identify three adult learners to invite to participate in the research interviews for the 
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study.   
In addition to these interview data, the literacy program director provided artifacts for 
analysis.  All of these data would be analyzed in order to develop a more complete understanding 
of the literacy learning needs of women living in Tennessee.    
The intended outcome of this study was to explain the phenomenon (low-literacy skills) 
from multiple perspectives through comparison and/or contrast in order to support policymakers 
and literacy program experts in identifying appropriate interventions.  
Case Studies   
The two case studies examined in this research were (1) Irma Rayborn’s study, 
“Exploring Factors that Influence GED Students to Complete and Matriculate to Career and 
Technical Education Certificate Programs in Community Colleges” (2015), and (2) Jaclyn Wells’ 
study on “Online Writing Labs for Community Engagement” (2010).  The intent was to scaffold 
findings from a close examination of these studies along with the primary data collected at the 
Tennessee literacy program.  
Rayborn interviewed ten students, four program administrators, and four faculty members, 
and conducted a cross-case analysis of data within and across each of the community colleges.  
The community colleges were selected using the maximum variation sampling method, with 
purposeful sampling of three institutions that were known for their career and technical training 
certification programs by external sponsors who have supported their career path programs; the 
sponsors were The Center for Law and Social Policy, Inc. (CLASP), the Office of Community 
College Research Leadership (OCCRL), and the Illinois Community College Board (ICCB) (p. 
88).  
Wells’ case study examined instructors’ perceptions of an online resource offered by a 
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local university and its usefulness in a community literacy program through case studies, 
observations, interviews and focus groups.  Wells conducted four case studies of Lafayette Adult 
Resource Academy (LARA) [female] instructors, using the community-based research method 
(Strand et. al., 2003) to evaluate the instructors’ perceptions of the pedagogy used by LARA 
prior to and after implementing the Purdue Writing Lab into their courses.  Purdue Writing Lab 
is an online resource designed for all levels of writers to improve their literacy skills.  The 
purpose of Well’s research was to revise the materials used by adult learners through their input.  
Although this research study did not focus on pedagogy, the interviews are examples of rich, 
thick descriptive perceptions of the adult learners in their courses by the literacy program experts.  
Moreover, the data included not only classroom experiences, but also the challenges the students 
face outside the classroom.   
Interview Data   
This section of the chapter includes two parts.  The first part provides a description of the 
adult literacy program that provided the interview participants.  The observations provide 
descriptions of the physical space, learning materials, furniture, and impressions of where the 
interviews were conducted.  The second part organizes the responses of the adult learners and 
literacy program experts to the interview questions as they relate to the study’s research 
questions.  
Friends of Literacy.  The interviews for this research study were conducted at the 
Friends of Literacy office located in the Regency Office Park complex at 900 East Hill Drive, 
Knoxville, Tennessee.  Preliminary observations revealed that this office space was situated 
adjacent to two low-income housing projects (Knoxville’s Community Development 
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Corporation and Knox Housing Partnership) and down the street from the Knoxville Police 
Department.  
On the outside of the building was a sign displayed in Figure 5.  It was a sign with the 
logo for the literacy program, which reads, “Friends of Literacy, Supporting Second Chances.”  
It was prominently displayed on the deep-red brick facade of the suite.    
 
Figure 5.  Sign with the logo for Friends of Literacy 
In the reception area of the suite, an accent wall was painted deep blue, and displayed 
several motivational signs.  As displayed in Figure 6, one sign read, “All I have learned, I 
learned from books – Abraham Lincoln.”  Other signs on display included the following 
quotations:  “Education is not attained, it is achieved – Anonymous” and “Only the educated are 
free – Epictetus.”    
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Figure 6.  Motivational signs in the lobby of the Friends of Literacy office 
A tour of the suite revealed that it did not have many rooms, five total.  Beyond the 
reception area, there was a small cubicle to the left where the receptionist greeted the adult 
learners on their way to and from class.  Down the hallway from the lobby, two rooms opened on 
the left.  The first was office space for the volunteers [literacy program experts] and the second 
room was used as a classroom.  On the right, the first office was for the program director and 
was separated from the kitchen and storage space by restrooms.  
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The classroom was painted a light shade of gray, very calming, but cluttered with books, 
tables, chairs, maps, white boards, file cabinets, bookshelves, charts, and a bulletin board.  The 
setting was like what one might find in a typical elementary school room, with brightly colored 
posters dotting the walls.  Posters showing examples of long vowels, short vowels, word families, 
manuscript alphabet, and cursive alphabet examples lined the wall.  The other wall contained 
posters of how to divide, multiply, subtract, and add, with addition, multiplication, and place 
value tables randomly placed the length of the room (see Figure 7).  There was a large detailed 
map of the world and two smaller, brightly colored maps of the United States and the World.   
 
 
Figure 7.  Classroom setting 
Along the top of the white board, an oversized, long, tape-measure-like poster showed 
negative and positive integers on a number line.  The bulletin board was filled with flyers and 
clippings from local newspapers.  Topics such as “Free tuition plan targets adults, “Tips to a 
better life,” Guidelines for the Adult Literacy Class (dos and don’ts), “Twelve Rules on Reading,” 
important numbers for transportation (e.g., TennCare Transport), “Job help Mondays,” 
counseling services, free dentures, and more were randomly pinned to the board.   
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  Figure 8.  Classroom Bulletin Board  
The topics found on the bulletin board made you keenly aware that this was not an 
elementary classroom, but in fact a classroom for adult learners (see Figure 8).  There was also a 
small calendar on the wall that appeared to be used to remind the students when the office would 
be closed [July 1, 2 and 3 were crossed off] and when a volunteer or instructor would be absent.  
There were two white boards, one contained dozens of website addresses (e.g., 
www.dictionary.com) and a list of Android applications (e.g., math tricks, math solver).  
Ironically, a flyer offering free computer classes was taped in the middle of the white board.   
The second whiteboard had the day’s date and the word “math.”  Three rows of desks 
faced the front of the room and several bookcases and filing cabinets containing resources and 
materials for the adult learners were shelved there.  On top of one of the three-shelf bookcases, 
several plastic tubs held a wide assortment of books.  Over the tubs, a sign read, “Honor Library, 
take a book, return a book.”  
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At the beginning of the day, the suite was quiet but as the day progressed, the suite began 
to teem with activity.  There were numerous conversations transpiring throughout the suite.  
Some of these conversations were between the literacy program experts that involved planning, 
while others were adult learners discussing their homework assignments.   
The three participants interviewed were selected by the director of the program and 
represented the courses offered:  Reading, GED/HiSET, and NEXT STEP. 
Adult Learner Interviews.  Based on the criteria set forth in this study, all the adult 
learners interviewed were female.  They ranged in age between 30 and 65 years old.  Two of the 
three adult learners were currently enrolled in programs at the Friends of Literacy and one had 
recently completed the NEXT STEP program.  All of the participants were single women, two of 
which had one or more children.  At the time of the interviews, the participants were unemployed.  
The NEXT STEP adult learner was enrolled in the Criminal Justice program at South College (a 
for-profit postsecondary institution).   
Table 5  
Adult Learner Demographics  
Adult Learner 1 2 3 
Gender Female Female Female 
Age Group 55-60 30-35 Unknown 
Ethnicity African American White Unknown 
Program Attended Reading GED/HiSET NEXT STEP 
Currently Employed No No No 
Enrolled 
Postsecondary 
Education 
No No Yes 
 
Literacy Program Experts Interviews.  Two literacy program experts, who were 
volunteers and served part-time as instructors at the Friends of Literacy program, were also 
interviewed. 
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Darlene, Reading Specialist and GED/HiSET instructor for the program, was well 
educated, held a bachelor’s degree in Civil Engineering and a master’s degree in Instruction.  In 
addition to her postsecondary education, she was trained in the Montessori method of education.  
Darlene joined the organization just over two years ago.  
Debbie, the NEXT STEP instructor, was a retired schoolteacher with a bachelor’s degree. 
Debbie had been with the organization for three years and was an active participant in its 
fundraising events. 
The questions for the literacy program experts were very similar to those posed to the 
adult learners, but framed from the literacy program experts’ perspective.  
Table 6  
Literacy Program Experts Demographics 
Literacy Program Expert 1 2 
Gender Female Female 
Ethnicity African American White 
Highest Education Level Masters Bachelors 
Current Position Volunteer Instructor Volunteer Instructor 
# of Years at Program ~2+ 3 
Program Reading & GED/HiSET NEXT STEP 
   
Research Questions 
There were six research questions created for this study that are related to the perceptions 
of the adult learners and literacy program experts on the impact low-literacy skills have on some 
women in Tennessee when pursuing a postsecondary education or employment.  The following 
sections present data related to the study’s research questions.  
Research Question One.  What do women Adult Learners in Tennessee with low-
literacy skills perceive as a need(s) when pursuing higher education or employment?  
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Literacy programs maintain personal records on each of the adult learners enrolled in 
their courses.  This information is self-reported by the adult learner and useful to the literacy 
program experts in providing important insight into the challenges the adult learners bring with 
them into the classroom.  These records contained information on their personal status, for 
example, if they were a “displaced homemaker, a single parent, or dislocated worker.”  It also 
included other pertinent background information regarding the students’ financial status, housing 
situation, legal, or personal issues and learner goals (Wells, 2010, p. 102, p. 113) as well as 
addressed their postsecondary education goals.  The majority of the adult learners reported 
feeling unprepared; some learners were equally as challenged on how to go about obtaining 
financial aid/scholarships, while some needed help with the application process while others 
were uncertain as to what degree they wanted to pursue or lacked the confidence to make a 
decision (Rayborn, 2015, pp.150-151).   
The participants from the literacy program expressed similar frustrations of feeling 
unprepared and overwhelmed by the complicated paperwork and terminology used by the 
postsecondary institutions.  Two of the adult learners came to the program to obtain their GED 
and attended the NEXT STEP course.  The GED adult learner (Abbey) was interested in 
improving her essay skills in order to pass the GED/HiSET exam and preparing to take the Test 
of Adult Basic Education (TABE) to determine her readiness for the GED.   
Well, if I had actually just went and straight [sic] took the test, I’m pretty sure I 
would have failed.  (Abbey)  
The NEXT STEP learner (Jennifer) had just recently completed the program and was 
enrolled in the Criminal Justice program at South College (a for-profit postsecondary institution), 
with the help of her instructor at the Friends of Literacy.  The NEXT STEP program that Jennifer 
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was enrolled in was designed to prepare the GED/HiSET students for the complicated enrollment 
applications and financial aid forms that often accompany registering in a postsecondary 
institution.   
Some of the words that colleges use or ask, I didn’t know what they meant.  It 
was kinda [sic] embarrassing for me to ask what do they mean? (Jennifer) 
Before enrolling in South College, Jennifer attended a vocational school (Tennessee 
College of Applied Technology) where she completed the Certified Nursing Assistant’s (CNA) 
program and received her CNA license.  The CNA program took five weeks to complete.  
Accelerated programs were a common prerequisite for adult learners.  Jennifer plans to use the 
license for part-time employment, if her college course-load allows.   
In both the case studies and interviews, participants mentioned issues of transportation, 
childcare, and attendance as potential barriers to obtaining the skills they perceived needing in 
order to pursue their postsecondary education (Rayborn, 2015; Jennifer & Abbey, personal 
communication, July 28, 2015). 
The adult learners also expressed a desire for flexibility in pedagogy and schedule.  
Abbey and her instructor (Darlene) worked together to identify the gaps in her writing skills and 
worked to improve those skills through homework assignments and in class exercises. 
She’s [Darlene] teaching me how to take my time, but at the same time, stay 
within the time limits.  Focus more on what I’m doing, instead of rushing through 
it [the essay portion of the test] and not paying attention.  (Abbey)  
Attendance issues were found in both the case studies and the participant interviews.  The 
GED student (Abbey) felt that her instructor (Darlene) always tried to work with her when there 
were times that she could not attend class.  Her instructor provided her with several online 
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educational websites (e.g., Kahn Academy) that she could access from her phone to do practice 
exercises and watch instructional videos when she was not able to attend class (Participant 
communication, July 28, 2015).  It was not uncommon for the adult learners to talk about the 
how hectic it was at home for them and that occasionally they had to ask their instructors for an 
extension on homework due dates or to makeup assignments they had to miss due to family 
obligations.   
Some adult learners were in what was considered to be a continually revolving door, in 
and out of class, that effected their ability to be able to attend courses consecutively (Wells, 2010, 
p. 104).  This lifestyle was found to be fairly common among some women adult learners.  
Studies found that poverty typically leads to individuals having to move frequently from one 
place to another in order to find work.  A mobile/nomadic lifestyle makes it difficult for adult 
learners to participate in literacy programs (Schafft & Prins, 2009).    
Two of the adult learners (Abbey & Claudette) were interested in more classes being 
offered.  Their reasons for additional course offerings were very different. The adult learner in 
the Reading program (Claudette) wanted to attend classes more frequently because she enjoyed 
the camaraderie there and felt she could ask the instructor (Darlene) about any content she did 
not understand while the GED adult learner (Abbey) struggled with her ability to retain the 
information she was learning between classes, since her writing classes met every other week.  
This class schedule was offered in part based on the availability of the volunteer instructors.    
All of the adult learners interviewed were attending the literacy program in order to 
prepare themselves not only for a postsecondary education in either a vocational institution or 
community college, but also for long-term employment.  It was the general consensus that by 
attending these programs they would develop the skills necessary to become successful 
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professionally.  
Research Question Two.  How do women Adult Learners in Tennessee, with low-
literacy skills, feel their literacy programs have contributed to the improvement of their reading 
and writing skills?  If so, how? 
The way in which the adult learners measured their improvement in reading and writing 
was very different from what the literacy program experts might use as metrics to determine their 
progress. Instructors rely on standardized tests and observations, whereas the adult learners 
talked about being able to reach personal goals.  Their goals ranged from reading for pleasure to 
composing an essay with only a typographical error or two.  
The initial goal of the Reading adult learner (Claudette) was to learn how to read so that 
she could read her bible in church.  “Read out” was the term she used to describe reading aloud 
in public (Claudette, personal communication, July 28, 2015).  Since attending the reading 
classes, she had become much more at ease with reading to her friends and family.  She had 
raised her personal goal from reading aloud to preparing for the GED/HiSET.  
Since I've been coming here, I find myself—I read all the time.  Like I said, I'm at 
home reading what I didn't read, cuz [sic] I couldn't really read. (Claudette) 
The GED/HiSET adult learner (Abbey) was focused on improving her grammar and 
writing skills.  Her way of measuring whether or not her writing skills were improving was 
through the grades that she received on class assignments.  She had recently completed an essay 
assignment that had received a high grade from the GED/HiSET instructor (Darlene).  The essay 
contained only a few errors versus her past essay assignments that were riddled with errors, 
incomplete sentences, and random thoughts.  Her personal goal was to be better prepared for the 
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essay portion of the GED/HiSET by learning how to create an outline to organize her thoughts 
and to slow down and review her work for grammatical errors.  
The NEXT STEP adult learner (Jennifer) had already received her GED and was in the 
NEXT STEP program to enhance her reading and comprehension skills.  Her personal goals 
were to achieve her Certified Nursing Assistance (CNA) license from a local vocational 
institution, to enroll for college, and pass the standardized entrance exam.  Jennifer was 
intimidated by the complexity of paperwork that went along with enrolling in these institutions. 
The terminologies used by the postsecondary institutions were very different from what she was 
used to in high school and/or vocational school.  She found that after attending the NEXT STEP 
program and with the help of her instructor (Debbie), she was able to complete the paperwork 
required to attend school and was accepted into both institutions.  
All three of the adult learners felt that the time they had invested in attending the literacy 
program courses had been beneficial and improved their reading and writing skills.   
I mean, it’s really worth the time anybody, even if they’re a single mom or 
student or whatever.  It’s really worth the time. (Jennifer) 
Research Question Three.  How do the Adult Learners in Tennessee with low-literacy 
skills describe their success after participating in a literacy program? 
Success for the adult learners was measured on what others thought about their 
accomplishments (e.g., reading aloud) and the new literacy skills (e.g., comprehension) that they 
had gained.  After completing or participating in the program, the learners indicated there was no 
longer the stigma of not being able to read, nor the lack the confidence to be able to say they did 
not understand a word or term.  
For the Reading student (Claudette) success was not the mere fact that she could read, but 
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that if she encountered a word that she did not understand she no longer felt embarrassed to say 
so.  She now had the skills to research the word or term on the Internet or look it up in the 
dictionary to learn what it meant.   
Although Claudette had successfully hidden her inability to read from her family and 
friends, her new found skills had begun to show through and were being recognized by her 
mother and siblings.  She no longer avoided sitting on the front porch with her sisters to read or 
pretending that she was not being called on in her Sunday school class to read.  Her family and 
friends were very proud of her progress.  
 I can read out.  I can sit up on the porch with my sisters as they read and stuff.  I 
start reading right along with 'em [sic].  My momma, she always says, I'm so 
proud of you.  I'm so proud of you.  My sisters are the same way. (Claudette)  
Claudette measured her success by the recognition and positive reinforcement from 
others.  She still had one goal to accomplish, which was to take the GED/HiSET test.  She had 
been in a manufacturing job for over 20 years and was recently laid off after her company was 
bought by a large conglomerate.  Although she was not required to have a high school diploma 
or GED for her former employer, it was a prerequisite with the new company and an industry 
standard for the manufacturing companies in the area.  She plans to attend the GED/HiSET 
course offered at the literacy program in the fall to improve her math skills and to prepare for the 
exam.  
The GED/HiSET adult learner (Abbey) measured her success on passing the GED and 
attending South College, a local private college, to pursue an associate of science degree in 
Diagnostic Medical Sonography.  It is important to her to complete her education in order to 
pursue a long-term professional career.  This goal will allow her to support her and her daughter 
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and no longer be dependent on the social welfare system for support.   
It will give me an education where I can go and get a better job, and support me 
and my daughter on our own, and not have to worry about who’s gonna [sic] help 
us.  (Abbey) 
Jennifer, the NEXT STEP adult learner shared a story of her mother’s attempt to return to 
school to obtain her GED and was unsuccessful.  Her mother had a bad experience with the 
instructors when she went back to take some remedial classes, became discouraged, and dropped 
out of the program.  Jennifer measured her success by not only receiving her GED, but by also 
successfully completing a certification program.  She was very excited about being enrolled for 
the fall semester at a local college and felt that she was finally on track to provide a future for her 
children.  
Like the other adult learners, what others thought of her after completing her courses was 
just as important as passing the classes and exams.  Jennifer not only shared with her mother all 
that she learned at the literacy program, but also had begun walking her brother through the 
workbooks she used for her classes.  
Well, my mom’s really, really proud of me.  I tell her about what I’ve learned, and 
she’s just amazed.  (Jennifer)  
Research Question Four.  What are the Literacy Program Experts’ perceptions of 
relationships between the lack of access to education and employment opportunities faced by 
women with low-literacy skills who live in Tennessee? 
Rayborn (2015) discussed that research has demonstrated the correlation between the 
lack of access to education and employment opportunities and poverty.  The research documents 
how families are forced to be mobile, move frequently to find employment, and have little 
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discretionary income available to further their education (p. 3).  
Wells’ (2010) case study showed a correlation between poverty and low-literacy.  Due to 
work schedules and family responsibilities, the literacy programs determined that it was difficult 
for the adult learners to attend class on a consistent basis, resulting in a constant turnover of 
students in the classrooms and making it difficult to find a pedagogy instructors could use to 
allow for this frequent coming and going.  One literacy program offered an open-entry model for 
its students.  This allowed the students to come and go at their convenience and to complete 
classes at their own pace.  There study did mention if this open-entry model increased the 
success rates of the program’s adult learners.  
The methods used to track adult learners while in the literacy programs and on to 
postsecondary education were varied.  Rayborn (2015) reported the primary reason for tracking 
adult learners was driven by reporting requirements in order to continue to receive external 
funding for the institution or provide scholarships for the adult learners.  For example, the 
Achieving the Dream and/or Adult Education and Family Literacy Act both have required 
reporting (p. 147).   
Achieving the Dream (2015) is a network of “over 200 colleges, 15 state policy teams, 
more than 20 investors, and more than 100 coaches and advisors” (“Achieving the Dream\About 
Us”) whose focus is on the underserved, poverty-level community college students to ensure 
they have access to the resources they need in order to be prepared for the workforce with a 
vocational certification and/or training.  The Adult Education and Family Literacy Act (AEFLA) 
funds services at the state level to assist adults develop basic literacy skills to prepare them for 
college and the workforce (AEFLA, 2015).  These organizations provide financial aid and other 
resources to the underserved and poverty level adult learners in order for them to pursue a 
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postsecondary education. The mandatory tracking is helpful in identifying the adult learners with 
low-literacy skills progress, but does not provide an explanation for why some adult learners 
dropout from their programs.  
When interviewed, the literacy program experts (instructors) supported the perception 
that adult learners with low-literacy skills were limited to certain jobs based on their educational 
backgrounds and skills.  Some of the adult learners in their literacy programs were there as a 
result of being laid off from their current job due to reorganization or to seeking additional 
training to find new employment. Others were unable to obtain long-term employment without 
having a high school diploma and were there to improve their reading, writing and mathematic 
skills.  
According to the Reading and GED/HiSET instructor (Darlene), adults in low-wage 
positions might not look into literacy courses because they were concerned about the potential 
costs or were unaware of available programs.  The attendance began to rise after the Friends of 
Literacy posted signs around town advertising free services did the attendance begin to rise.   
The NEXT STEP instructor (Debbie) believed that the low-literacy skilled adults were 
very limited as to the types of jobs they qualify for and they often found themselves moving 
from one part-time job to another.    
They find themselves spinning in the job market.  In other words, they cannot go 
forward.  Whether it be a job at McDonald's or wherever, that's as far as they can 
go.  (Debbie) 
The literacy program instructors also tracked their adult learners progress as their 
students moved from their programs into the local community colleges and vocational 
institutions.  Over time, close working relationships with the advisors and counselors have been 
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developed with local postsecondary institutions.  The advisors and/or counselors keep the 
instructors updated on the progress of their students as they transition into postsecondary 
education.  It was not uncommon for the adult learners who had recently attended the NEXT 
STEP program to contact the instructor for advice or assistance in understanding the terminology 
used at the postsecondary institutions or with financial aid paperwork even though they had 
counselors/advisors assigned to them at their new institutions.   
Tracking the adult learners who did not continue onto a postsecondary education was 
much more difficult.  Attempts by email, phone, and mail were rarely successful due in part to 
the mobile lifestyle of the adult learners.  Most of the students had cell phones, but they were 
usually prepaid phones so the voice mail, caller identification, and missed call features were not 
always available for the students to see who was calling.  Some of the women adult learners were 
victims of domestic violence or were required to attend the literacy program by court order; 
therefore, they were leery about answering phones calls from numbers they did not easily 
recognize.  For this reason, the instructors routinely made their follow-up calls from the phone at 
the Friends of Literacy office.  Mail was another means of tracking their former students, but 
correspondence often returned undelivered because the mobile adult learners did not have 
permanent addresses.     
Research Question Five.  What are the Literacy Program Experts’ perceptions of which 
aspects of their literacy programs have contributed to improving the reading and writing skills of 
women in Tennessee with low-literacy skills? 
The instructors provided their insight on ways in which they measured the adult learners 
increased literacy skills based on the various aspects of support their literacy program offered 
that were not necessarily related to curriculum.   
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Some of the adult learners lacked the ability to concentrate due to such external factors 
such as issues of low self-esteem, feelings of safety, family commitment, and time.  For example, 
childcare issues often limited how much time adult learners had to attend class or do homework.  
The instructors made a point to consider important information into when designing their 
curriculum.  Darlene, the GED/HiSET and Reading instructor, was mindful of the requirements 
for the GED and college, but customized her curriculum to meet the adult learners’ needs versus 
just teaching to the test or entrance requirements or reviewing topics in which the student was 
already well versed.  Darlene’s goal was to make the adult learners “self-learners” (Personal 
communication, July 28, 2015). 
Strong bonds were formed between the adult learners and instructors as they moved 
through the program.  An attitude and willingness to do whatever it took to make the classroom 
environment safe and a place for open discussion and learning was important to the instructors. 
Darlene used the term “self-talk” to describe how the students had internalized their bad past 
experiences with teachers and/or classroom experiences and lacked the confidence to take 
literacy courses (Personal communication, July 28, 2015). 
The self-talk of that first teacher and the second teacher and the third teacher that 
tell them they don’t know anything.  They don’t know how to read.  They buy 
into that.  The self-confidence drops. (Darlene) 
In addition, the instructors discovered that adult learners with low-literacy skills found 
using computers challenging since their vocabularies were so limited.  Not being comfortable 
with using computers, some of the adult learners were held back from enrolling in postsecondary 
institutions and applying for employment since the conversion of enrollment forms and job 
applications from paper to electronic submissions.  The GED/HiSET instructor (Darlene) became 
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aware of this last fall and, as a result, created a pilot computer literacy program.  The program 
was so successful that the Friends of Literacy hired another teacher in to provide an open 
computer lab time for all of their adult learners. 
Darlene used an instructional method she called the “inchworm,” where the adult learners 
move along at a gradual pace, not jumping ahead, or even moving ahead in their coursework 
until they are ready.  Like the inchworm no time is wasted on exercises that are not relevant to 
the adult learner.  This allows her to continually adjust curriculum to meet their learning goals 
(Personal communication, July 28, 2015). 
Research Question Six.  How do the Literacy Program Experts measure the success of 
their literacy programs? 
In addition to the measurements mentioned in Research Question Five, standardized 
assessments were also used to measure the adult learners’ progress in the program.  The Reading 
and GED/HiSET instructor (Darlene) utilized the Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE) Locator 
which is best described as an assessment tool used to determine the adult learners’ ability to 
recognize and match numbers, context meaning, word recognition, recall information, interpret 
information, number and number operators, measurement, computation, and data analysis.  This 
general literacy test is administered to a first grader and/or non-reader.  The TABE Locator is 
then followed by a Level E test, which determines the adult learners’ scholastic weaknesses and 
strengths in reading, math computation, applied math, and language—a test administered to 
measure second to fourth grade reading and writing levels and assess how prepared the adult 
learners are to take the GED/HiSET (Personal communication, July 28, 2015).   
 For the Reading students, Darlene used a method called Words Their Way to assess the 
adult learners’ understanding of the use of phonetics and vocabulary without formalized testing.  
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Then she has the adult learners read aloud, while she listens and evaluates any difficulty they 
may have processing the words and their ability to read.  She also uses spelling tests for 
assessment and has the adult learners write down the words as they hear them.  This method 
allows her to understand how they are processing the words.  Once Darlene determines that adult 
learners are at a level four or higher (up to six), she introduces them to Debbie, who is the 
instructor of the NEXT STEP program (Personal communication, July 28, 2015).  
Some of the measures used to determine the effectiveness of the NEXT STEP’s program 
have been outlined in Research Question Four.  In addition to those metrics, the instructor 
(Debbie) worked closely with the Tennessee Career Coach program to determine whether the 
adult learners from her program have found employment.  The Tennessee Career Coach is a 
mobile service that provides computer labs, assistance to individuals in signing up for Jobs4TN, 
and resume writing assistance.  If the adult learner does not utilize this service, Debbie resorts to 
the tracking methods (e.g., mail, email) that were outlined in Research Question Four.  
Both the Reading and GED/HiSET instructors used a standardized pre- and post-test in 
order to measure the adult learners progress. The pre-test was administered to the adult learner 
when they first enter into the literacy program.  It was used to assist the instructor in establishing 
the adult learners’ goals and to customize their curriculum.  A post-test was given to the adult 
learners as they exited the literacy program in order to determine if their goals were met.  
Summary 
The data collected from the individual case studies and interviews provided rich, thick 
descriptions of the phenomenon (low-literacy) from the perspectives of the Literacy Experts and 
Adult Learners.  An analysis of the findings has been conducted and themes have been identified, 
compared, and contrasted and a meta-summary of data has been created to provide data in 
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support of the research questions regarding higher education, employment, and literacy.  The 
remaining data will be analyzed and relevant data will be the basis for future research.  Artifacts 
were also collected but made no substantial contribution to the data collected.  
Chapter Five will present a discussion of the findings and how this research project 
contributes to the previous research that has been conducted.  The limitations and 
recommendations for future research will be outlined in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Five:  
 
Discussion And Conclusion 
Summary of Findings 
The purpose of this qualitative research study was to demonstrate the relationship 
between Tennessee women with low-literacy skills and their ability to seek an advanced degree 
or obtain gainful employment.  This pilot project was a small-scale study to establish a basis for 
future research to identify the interventions necessary to increase women’s access to 
postsecondary education and long-term, high-wage employment.  Data were collected through a 
cross-case analysis of two individual case studies and five interviews with three adult learners 
and two literacy experts.  Artifacts (e.g., flyers, brochures) were also collected, but provided no 
substantial contribution to the data. 
Current Literature 
This section provides an overview of two recent publications critical to this research 
project.  The first is an interview with a student and the second is an academic research article. 
An article published in the Knoxville News Sentinel (Bales-Sherrod, 2015) highlighted a 
recent graduate of the NEXT STEP program, Kelsey Welch, who dropped out of school to 
become a professional horseback-rider.  Welch injured herself during a horseback-riding barrel 
competition and was home schooled for three years (sixth to ninth grade) while recovering from 
her injuries, before finally dropping out of school all together.  While in the fifth grade, Welch 
was diagnosed as having Attention Deficient Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD).  She described 
how she “hated to read in public school and the teachers knew that, so they would send her to run 
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errands during the class reading time” (p. 2).  Although Welch changed schools several times, 
the results were the same, she said, “Instead of helping me, they would just pass me along” (p. 2).   
Welch recognized by age 18 that horses could not feed themselves and unless she wanted 
to remain living with her family for the rest of her life, she needed to return to school.  After 
attending the Friends of Literacy NEXT STEP program and receiving her GED, Kelsey enrolled 
in Pellissippi Community College to pursue her associate’s degree.  Welch’s goal is to pursue her 
dream of becoming an equine veterinarian.  
The article about Welch confirms the findings of this research study, Welch highlights 
the same themes that have emerged from the individual case studies and interviews conducted 
for this study.  The themes included the need to 1) bond with an instructor, 2) attain more than a 
part-time job, 3) overcome past experiences in school, and 4) offer programs in close proximity 
to where adult learners live, and 5) include financial literacy in the curriculum.   
Belzer and Pickard (2015) recently published an article in the Adult Education Quarterly 
that confirms this study’s literature review (Chapter Two).  They reported that there exists a 
plethora of statistics on adult literacy and participation in programs.  However, there has been no 
literature about the adult learners themselves and the barriers they face in and out of the 
classroom.  Belzer and Pickard recognized that without this information, it is very difficult to 
recommend interventions.   
    Belzer and Pickards’s (2015) article was organized to provide some generalizable 
information about adult learners.  They divided adult learners into five categories:  1) Heroic 
Victim (Quigley, 1997), 2) Needy, Problem Child, 3) Broken (but repairable) Cog, 4) Pawn of 
Destiny, and 5) Competent Comrade (pp. 254-255).  These scaffolding terms were used to 
describe the behaviors and challenges that each of these groups of adult learners experience.   
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 Regarding the Heroic Victim category, Belzer and Pickard (2015) identified research 
where students or faculty used similar descriptions. These articles described adult learners as 
having experienced “turmoil and personal challenges” (Belzer & Pickard, 2015, p. 255) in their 
lives.  The consequences resulting from these trials led to interest and/or ability to pursue a 
postsecondary education or high-paying, long-term employment.  In essence, extreme difficulty 
became a powerful motivator.  
The Needy, Problem Child’s characteristics were described as an adult learner who has 
had a number of personal challenges and is unable to meet her/his educational goals for various 
reasons.  Issues of “fear, shame, and low self-confidence” were among the descriptors used by 
Belzer and Pickard (2015, p. 256).  The research also described these adult learners as having 
“cognitive impairments and severe learning disabilities” (Belzer & Pickard, 2015, p. 256).    
Broken Cog adult learners were considered to have “brain-based processing problems” 
(Belzer & Pickard, 2015, p. 257) that make it difficult for them to function in prearranged/formal 
learning situations.  The researchers who studied these adult learners felt adequate guidance and 
structured programs could facilitate advancement from low-literacy skills over time.   
Belzer and Pickard (2015) recognized Pawns of Destiny learners in the research as 
victims of their surroundings.  Belzer and Pickard (2015) cited several studies that demonstrated 
a correlation between poverty, equity, and gender to low-literacy.  Schafft and Prins (2009) 
found that poverty typically led to individuals having to move frequently from one place to 
another in order to find work.  Based on their research, such a mobile/nomadic lifestyle made it 
difficult for adult learners to participate in literacy programs.  Gender as a barrier to literacy was 
recognized among several studies.  Belzer and Packard cited D’Amico (2004, p. 26) and Askins 
(1990, p. 257), who reported women often “experienced culturally sanctioned constraints and 
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limitations on participation in adult education programs.”  In all of these cases, the researchers 
recognized that these adult learners had become victims of their environment (Pawns of Destiny).  
Either their wandering lifestyle and/or social stigmas greatly influenced their access to literacy 
and education.  
Belzar and Pickard (2015, pp. 257-258) identified the final category of adult learners was 
the Competent Comrade.  These adult learners were described as being more self-motivated and 
independent.  While the Competent Comrade adult learners had shortcomings in their literacy 
skills, their needs were more specialized than other categories.  Like the other adult learners, they 
also had time-management and prioritizing issues, but they were capable of recognizing their 
needs and seeking assistance.  
My interpretation of Belzer and Pickard’s (2015) article and taxonomy of adult literacy 
learners is that adult learners could fit into one or more categories based on the perspective of the 
researcher.  This recent article proved valuable in supporting themes identified in this current 
study.  
Comparing Current Research to Past.  In Chapter Two, the results of an extensive 
literature review were presented.  This information was used to gain a better understanding of the 
research that exists on adult learners and to identify gaps in existing data regarding challenges 
they face when pursing a postsecondary education or high-paying, long-term employment.  
Extensive statistical information was available on the adult learners’ demographics and 
secondary and postsecondary persistence rates.  However, no information was available as to 
why the adult learners were not completing their secondary educations.  The literature also failed 
to provide an explanation as to why the adult learners who held a GED/HiSET were not pursuing 
a postsecondary education.  
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As noted in the section above on current literature in 2015, researchers have begun to 
acknowledge the importance of identifying barriers to literacy learning.  They recognize the need 
for this information in order to provide adult learners with interventions to help them overcome 
the considerable barriers.  These barriers include those adult learners encounter when trying to 
return to pursue higher education and/or find a full-time job.   
Summary and Interpretation of Results 
This section presents a summary of the findings and interpretations of the research study.  
It is organized sequentially by the research questions.  
Research Question One.  What do women Adult Learners in Tennessee with low-
literacy skills perceive as a need(s) when pursuing higher education or employment?  
The needs of the adult learners were consistent with the literature cited in Chapter Two.  
Two of the adult learners were single mothers, on fixed incomes (e.g., SSI), living in poverty, 
and unemployed.  They were motivated to attend the programs in order to provide for or to set an 
example for their children.  It was important to these adult learners that their children not want 
for anything as they were growing up.  Whether the women adult learners were in the Reading, 
GED/Hi-SET, or NEXT STEP program, their goals were to eventually pursue a postsecondary 
education that would, in turn, lead to a better paying job.  All of the women adult learners 
referenced the state’s Tennessee Promise scholarship program as a means to provide for their 
tuition at a local state community college or vocational institution.  
An unanticipated response by the women adult learners about their learning needs was 
their desire for the literacy program to offer courses more frequently.  The explanation for their 
requests was that they wanted to avoid losing the information they gained between the bi-weekly 
classes.  
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Research Question Two.  How do women Adult Learners in Tennessee, with low-
literacy skills, feel their literacy programs have contributed to the improvement of their reading 
and writing skills?  If so, how?  
The consensus among the adult learners as to what they would consider as contributing to 
their reading and writing skills was the self-confidence they had developed when called on in 
class, or by a family member or friends to read.  They expressed a sense of accomplishment to be 
able to recognize words more quickly, understand the meanings, and comprehend the content of 
the materials.  Moreover, they were very excited with their newfound ability to research words 
they did not know on the Internet.  They were also no longer embarrassed to ask questions and 
had the confidence now to ask what words meant.  The women adult learners spoke animatedly 
and smiled broadly as they described being able to pick up a book or magazine and read it for 
fun!   
One of the women adult learners was preparing for the essay portion of the GED/HiSET 
test.  She talked about how her instructor was working with her to organize her thoughts more 
quickly and to avoid repeating herself when writing.  She showed me a recent essay that she had 
written during a class exercise and pointed out with excitement that the instructor had made only 
two or three edits to her writing.  This adult learner has much more confidence in her ability to 
write an essay as a result of taking this course.  Also, she was now planning to take the GED.      
Research Question Three.  How do the Adult Learners in Tennessee with low-literacy 
skills describe their success after participating in a literacy program?   
The Reading program adult learner measured her success through her ability to read a 
book, newspaper, or any written material and comprehend what it said.  As for the GED/HiSET 
adult learner, she was delighted to be able to compose an essay, make only a few minor errors, 
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and express her thoughts on paper.  She felt a sense of hope that she was on target with her 
education and looked forward to a “better future” for her and her daughter as she moved onto 
higher education (Abbey, personal communication, July 28, 2015).  The NEXT STEP adult 
learner’s examples of success were her ability to 1) complete the Certified Nursing Assistant 
program at Tennessee College of Applied Technology (TCAT) and 2) enroll as a full-time 
student in the Criminal Justice program at South College.  
Research Question Four.  What are the Literacy Program Experts’ perceptions of 
relationships between the lack of access to education and employment opportunities faced by 
women with low-literacy skills who live in Tennessee?   
Both instructors interviewed perceived that the adult learners’ lack of education had 
resulted in their “spinning in the job market” in order to provide for their families. “Spinning in 
the job market” represents moving from one minimum wage, part-time position to another 
(Debbie, personal communication, July 25, 2015).  As Debbie, the NEXT STEP instructor stated, 
“Whether it be a job at McDonald's or wherever, that's as far as they can go” (Personal 
communication, July 28 2015).  Several of the adult learners in the program have found 
themselves unemployed when large conglomerates bought out their companies.  Although they 
had been in their positions for many years, they were laid off because they did not have a high 
school diploma or equivalent.  The instructors said layoffs of this type have become a common 
occurrence in East Tennessee since the majority of employers are manufacturing companies (e.g., 
Sea Ray) that years ago did not require a high school diploma to qualify for employment.  The 
conglomerates that are acquiring the local manufacturing plants require employees to have not 
only their high school diploma or an equivalent, but also pass an entrance exam similar to the 
Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE).      
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Research Question Five.  What are the Literacy Program Experts’ perceptions of which 
aspects of their literacy programs have contributed to improving the reading and writing skills of 
women in Tennessee with low-literacy skills? 
Since the adult learners enter the programs at varying literacy skill levels and often drop 
in and out of the programs due to external factors, the instructors attribute their ability to be 
flexible with the curriculum as leading to the adult learners improving their reading and writing 
skills.  Specifically, they customize the instruction based on adult learners’ needs as opposed to 
covering material in which learners have already reached proficiency.  The instructors were very 
cognizant of the importance of not wasting adult learners’ time in the classroom by covering 
material they deemed unimportant.  
Research Question Six.  How do the Literacy Program Experts measure the success of 
their literacy programs? 
  The instructors utilize multiple measurements to evaluate their adult learners’ progress.  
Standardized tests, such as the Test of Adult Basic Education (TABE) Locator (2015), are used 
to assess the adult learners’ literacy level.  Depending on where the adult learners were in the 
program, the instructors would use the E Level test to determine if their reading level had 
reached at least the second to fourth grade level.  Another assessment measure used is Words 
Their Way (Bear, et. al., 2008), which is an online test that evaluates adult learners’ proficiency 
in phonetics and vocabulary.  A continuous assessment strategy the instructors used was reading 
aloud in class.  This technique continuously measures the adult learners’ achievement.  In 
addition, the strategy allows instructors identify words that the students had difficulty 
pronouncing and/or processing.  Classroom exercises were another means to measure their 
students’ progress.  
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The ultimate measurements of success for adult literacy classes include the number of 
students who 1) received their GED/HiSET, 2) enrolled and completed vocational and/or college 
courses, or 3) found job opportunities that were full-time and paid more than minimum wage.   
Tracking the adult learners is an important activity in the programs because it is 
instrumental for the Friends of Literacy to receive continued funding.  To this end, the instructors 
have developed strong relationships with advisors at the local community colleges and 
vocational schools, as well as with Tennessee’s Career Coach, which allows them to track how 
successful their programs are for those adult learners.  The Tennessee Career Coach is a mobile 
service that provides computer labs, assistance to individuals in signing up for Jobs4TN, and 
resume writing assistance. 
Unanticipated Results 
There were several unexpected outcomes of this study, some more profound than others.  
The one that stood out the most in my mind was the lack of age appropriate pedagogical 
resources that were available.  The materials being used in the programs were outdated and did 
not address adult topics.  It appeared as though the materials had been adapted from resources 
used to teach children how to read and write.   
I also did not anticipate the level of flexibility that had to be built into the literacy 
programs pedagogy due to the constant disruption of students dropping in and out of the 
programs.  It appeared that copious notes had to be kept on where the adult learners were the last 
time they attended a course and specifically what their weaknesses were in their literacy skills.  
By keeping such detailed records, when learners returned, maximum progress could be achieved.    
The need for more trained volunteers and teachers for the literacy programs was evident, 
but never verbalized directly.  For example, there was a much greater demand for GED/HiSET 
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classes than courses available.      
Implications for Practice 
This study revealed that proximity to the literacy programs was an important factor in 
attracting adults with low-literacy skills.  The literacy programs must be easily accessible by 
low-cost transportation (e.g., mass transit) or within walking distance for the adult learners.   
There was also a need that the services be more broadly advertised, not only by private 
organizations like Friends of Literacy, but by local government as well.  A key point for this 
advertising was emphasizing that these services are free and available to everyone.  Gorilla 
marketing may be one way in which to reach the targeted audience.  The use of unconventional 
advertising such as signs in the most unusual of places could be the key to success.  We have no 
idea where the adult with low-literacy skills may be at this time; therefore, canvasing areas is the 
most effective way to insure communication.   
Implications for State Policy  
In 2012, 30.6 percent of the adults living in Tennessee were at or below the U.S. poverty 
level (State of Tennessee Governor’s Office, 2014).  This study has revealed data to support the 
perceived correlation between poverty and low-literacy.  The impact of poverty on the State’s 
economy is considerable.  Low-literacy residents are not able to contribute to the tax base due to 
their low-paying jobs and often become a burden on the social welfare system.  From one 
standpoint, it is in the best interest of the State and taxpayers to address these issues and serve 
low-literate adults effectively.   
Nonetheless, based on the interviews of the literacy program experts in this study. 
Tennessee has continually reduced its funding of GED preparation courses over the last several 
years.  This strategy has resulted in the closing of many local GED programs being offered 
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throughout the state.  Such actions have in turn placed a great burden on the social welfare 
system with more unserved adults that are unable to find full-time, long-term employment due to 
low-literacy skills.  
The State of Tennessee may want to consider revisiting the principles of what motivated 
the federal government to implement the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) Act (TVA, 2015) 
and consider launching a similar economic development program to bring more jobs to the State.  
Like the TVA, this economic growth should be scaffolded with a workforce from within the 
State under the guidance of local literacy organizations and Tennessee Department of Labor and 
Workforce Development.  Manufacturing plants that once were the champion of the worker who 
preferred manual labor have all but left the State.  Finally, incentives to attract these industry 
partners back to Tennessee should be contemplated; otherwise, this potentially untapped 
workforce will continue to burden the State’s social welfare system.  
Limitations 
Chapter One identified a preliminary list of limitations.  During the implementation of the 
study, two additional limitations were identified and are listed below (see items four and five). 
1. The sources of data on literacy are a limitation since the one major data source in the 
United States of America is the U.S. Census.  However, the U.S. Census only occurs 
every 10 years.  American Community Survey (ACS) is another source and is conducted 
on an annual basis.  The ACS involves interviewing approximately one out of every 38 
U.S. households (U.S. Census Bureau, 2011).  Respondents reply either in writing 
through the mail or via an online survey using the Internet and a computer.  Both of these 
methods of response and assessment could be challenging to respondents with low-
literacy skills or individuals who have limited or no access to the Internet thereby grossly 
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under estimating the count.   
2. There is no differentiation provided by the Census Bureau among high school completion 
rates between those adults who have taken the high school equivalency tests to obtain 
their diplomas (alternate route) and those who completed high school.  The Census 
Bureau has provided no rationale for this lack of differentiation. 
3. Parikh’s et al. (1996) research on individuals with low-literacy skills revealed another 
difficulty in gathering a true evaluation of low-literacy skills among adults who are not 
willing to admit to anyone that they cannot read because of the shame they feel.   
4. Only five participants were interviewed in this study and although the findings support 
the research questions of this project, the data are insufficient data to influence local 
policymakers or literacy program experts.   
5. Due to constraints of time and resources, the researcher was not able to compare the 
findings of this study to those of literacy programs across the State of Tennessee and/or 
nationally.  
Recommendations for Future Research  
This study was designed to be the first phase of a continuing research effort.  It provides a 
strong, informal case that further research is needed to serve a largely underserved population of 
women with low-literacy skills in Tennessee who need the services provided by state and local 
literacy programs.  Although the State of Tennessee recognizes the challenges of low literacy 
and the number of adults in the state who are illiterate, funding is dwindling for the state 
supported GED programs.  A statewide study with a larger sample size is needed in order to 
increase the confidence level of the findings in this phase one study.  Such data would be 
informative and persuasive for policymakers and literacy program experts in identifying 
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appropriate literacy learning interventions for women in Tennessee.   
Additional research is needed in the area of economic development.  Tennessee was once 
home to numerous manufacturing plants that employed a vast number of manual laborers.  These 
industries have since off-shored their facilities as a result of cost-cutting measures leaving behind 
an untapped potential workforce that is in dire need of retraining.   
Additional research could extend this specific study further by investigating a larger 
sample, by region, in Tennessee.  The study could gather data among adult learners and literacy 
program experts, using mixed methods or quantitative design, to provide a needs assessment for 
programs and additional research funding.  
Conclusion 
This qualitative research study was conducted in order to provide policymakers and 
literacy program experts with a current perspective of the needs and situations of women adult 
learners in Tennessee.  It was intended to identify appropriate interventions and services needed 
to improve these adult learners’ literacy levels and lives.  
Findings of this study revealed that the women adult learners in Tennessee enter into the 
literacy programs with emotional, educational, and physical challenges that need to be taken into 
consideration when designing a pedagogy.  Further additional research is already supporting this 
study by recognizing several subgroups of learner types and needs within the larger group 
(Belzer & Pickard, 2015). 
Due to the housing situation of women with low literacy skills, often being displaced 
because of domestic violence, divorce, or poverty, it is very difficult for them to participate in 
literacy programs on a consistent basis.  These housing and program issues explain, in part, why 
they are not being captured in the statistical data gathered by the National Center for Education 
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Statistics (2003).   
Adult learners’ desires to improve their literacy skills quickly are critical to their 
persistence.  Several of the adult learners in this study expressed wanting to attend classes more 
frequently and for longer durations.  
Overall, there was a strong desire on the part of the women adult learners to pursue their 
education in order to 1) provide a better life for their children and 2) to set an example for them 
in the hope that they would have a brighter future.   
This phase one research of a continuing effort begins to illuminate the specific needs, 
opportunities, resources, and dynamics of adult women enrolled in literacy programs in 
Tennessee.  It provides a preliminary basis for continuing research, which may guide program, 
community, and governmental efforts to support these women of Tennessee in their desire to 
become more successful.  
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Appendix A 
 
Recruitment Email for Literacy Experts 
 
 
Dear  
My name is Rebecca Puig and I am a student from the Higher Education doctoral 
program at the University of South Florida. I am writing to invite you to participate in 
my research study on women’s literacy in Tennessee. You are eligible to be in this 
study because you are a director/principle/instructor of a local literacy/high 
school/vocational institution program. I obtained your contact information from the 
University of Tennessee at Knoxville's Center for Literacy. 
If you decide to participate in this study, I would like to audio/video record our 
interview. I will use the transcript of our conversation to identify themes between our 
discussion and that of other participants. 
Remember, this is completely voluntary. You can choose to be in the study or not. If 
you would like to participate or have any questions about the study, please email or 
contact me at rpuig@usf.edu or contact me at 865-365-1023. 
Thank you very much. 
Sincerely, 
	
 
   
  
87 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix B 
 
Script for Literacy Program Expert Interviews 
 
 
Hi, my name is Rebecca Puig.  Thank you so much for agreeing to talk with me today about the 
literacy program that you are currently working for. I am a part-time resident of Sevierville, 
Tennessee and currently studying for a graduate degree at the University of South Florida in 
Tampa, FL.  One of the requirements for my degree is to prepare a research paper on a topic of 
importance to me that is related to adult higher education. My research topic is on women’s 
literacy in Tennessee and how their reading and writing skills impact their opportunities for 
college and employment.   
 
Thank you for agreeing to talk with me today about your thoughts on the literacy program and 
whether or not the program is meeting the needs of the adult learners. 
 
The interview will last for approximately one hour.  I will be using an audio tape recorder to 
record our conversation and will keep the tape for three years following the publication of my 
dissertation.  Your name will not be included in the research paper, only quotes of your feelings 
and/or impressions on the impact that you feel the literacy program had on the adult learners and 
the program’s role in the readiness of the adult learners to attend college and/or finding a job.   
 
You do not have to answer any of the questions that you do not feel comfortable with and we can 
stop the interview at any time.   Let’s get started.  
 
LPE 1. What barriers have you found that prohibit adult learners from pursuing a 
postsecondary education or employment?  
 
LPE 2. Do you feel your literacy program provides ways in which for the adult learners to 
overcome these barriers to allow access to education or employment 
opportunities?  If so, how?  
 
LPE 3. What consequences have you personally witnessed among the adult learners as a 
result of lack of access to educational and employment opportunities?   
 
LPE 4. In what way, do you feel your literacy program has contributed to the 
improvement of the adult learners reading and writing skills?  
 
LPE 5. Is there a particular pedagogy that you use which is more successful than others in 
teaching the adult learner to read and write? 
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LPE 6. How do your measure the successfulness of your literacy program in teaching 
adult learners to read and write?  
 
LPE 7. Do you use any standardized tests?  If so, which ones?  
 
LPE 8. Do you maintain contact with your adult learners progress after leaving the 
literacy program?  If so, what do you measure them on?  
 
Thank you so much for your time today.   
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Appendix C  
 
Script for Adult Learner Interviews 
 
 
Hi, my name is Rebecca Puig.  Thank you so much for agreeing to talk with me today about the 
literacy program that you are currently enrolled in (were recently enrolled in). I live part-time in 
Sevierville, Tennessee, but am currently studying for a graduate degree at the University of 
South Florida in Tampa, FL.  One of the requirements for me to earn my degree is to prepare a 
research paper on a topic of importance to me that is related to adult higher education. My 
research topic is on women’s literacy in Tennessee and how reading and writing skills impact 
their opportunities for college and employment.   
 
I asked your instructor (teacher) to recommend someone who would be interested in talking with 
me about their thoughts on the literacy program and whether or not it meets their needs.  Thank 
you for agreeing to talk with me.   
 
The interview will last for approximately one hour.  I will be using an audio tape recorder to 
record our conversation and will keep the tape for three years.  Your name will not be included 
in the research paper, only quotes of your feelings and/or impressions on the literacy program 
and the program’s role on you attending college and/or finding a job.   
 
You do not have to answer any of the questions that you do not feel comfortable with and we can 
stop the interview at any time.   Let’s get started.  
 
AL 1.  Did the literacy program prepare you for post secondary education, continuing 
education or vocational training?  If not, why?  
 
AL 2. Did the literacy program prepare you for employment or a new job?  If so, how?  
 
AL 3. What else could the literacy program have done to prepare you for education or 
work?  
 
AL 4. Do you feel the literacy program experience improved your reading and writing? 
 
AL 5. In what ways did it help you, specifically? Could you provide an example? 
 
AL 6. Did you have to overcome any obstacles during the classes or with the program? 
 
AL 7. What were the greatest challenges?  
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AL 8. Did taking the literacy program make you successful?  If so, how?  Could you 
give me an example?  
 
AL 9. Have you started school or a new job?  If so, how long have you been enrolled in 
class or working there?  
 
AL 10. What do others say about what you have learned?  Could you give me an 
example?  
 
AL 11. Is there anything else that you would like to share with me that we have not 
already discussed?  
 
Thank you so much for your time today.   
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Appendix D 
 
IRB Letter of Approval 
 
 
 
  
7/9/2015  
 
Rebecca Puig  
Office of Research & Innovation 
3702 Spectrum Blvd. Suite 165 
Tampa, FL   33612 
 
RE: 
 
Expedited Approval for Initial Review 
IRB#: Pro00022768 
Title: A Depiction of Women In Tennessee with Low Literacy Skills and Their Access to 
Higher Education and Employment  
 
Study Approval Period: 7/8/2015 to 7/8/2016 
Dear Ms. Puig:  
 
On 7/8/2015, the Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed and APPROVED the above 
application and all documents contained within, including those outlined below.  
Approved Item(s): 
Protocol Document(s): 
Women in Tennessee with Low Literacy Skills          
 
 
 
Consent/Assent Document(s)*: 
Women in Tennessee with Low Literacy Skills Informed Consent Minimal Risk 
Puig.docx.pdf          
 
 
 
*Please use only the official IRB stamped informed consent/assent document(s) found under the 
"Attachments" tab. Please note, these consent/assent document(s) are only valid during the 
approval period indicated at the top of the form(s). 
It was the determination of the IRB that your study qualified for expedited review which 
includes activities that (1) present no more than minimal risk to human subjects, and (2) involve 
only procedures listed in one or more of the categories outlined below. The IRB may review 
research through the expedited review procedure authorized by 45CFR46.110 and 21 CFR 
56.110. The research proposed in this study is categorized under the following expedited review 
category: 
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Appendix E 
 
Member Check Letter for Adult Learner 
 
 
September 5, 2015 
 
Dear :  
 
Thank you so much for taking the time to interview with me regarding the literacy program that 
you are currently enrolled in.   
 
Attached please find a draft of the transcript of our conversation for your review.  Please check 
the transcript for accuracy to ensure your responses are being reported correctly. Please send any 
changes or comments to me with 10 business days.  If I do not hear from you during that time 
period, I will assume you agree that the document accurately indicates your responses during our 
interview session.   
 
Feel free to contact me at (813) 974-5465 or via email at rpuig@usf.edu if you should have any 
questions.  
 
Please find enclosed a little token of my appreciation.  Thank you again for sharing your insight 
and experience. You have been a valuable part of my research project.  
 
Sincerely,  
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Appendix F 
 
Member Check Letter for Literacy Program Expert 
 
 
September 5, 2015 
 
Dear :  
 
Thank you so much for taking the time to interview with me regarding the literacy program that 
you are volunteer for.   
 
Attached please find a draft of the transcript of our conversation for your review.  Please check 
the transcript for accuracy to ensure your responses are being reported correctly. Please send any 
changes or comments to me with 10 business days.  If I do not hear from you during that time 
period, I will assume you agree that the document accurately indicates your responses during our 
interview session.   
 
Feel free to contact me at (813) 974-5465 or via email at rpuig@usf.edu if you should have any 
questions.  
 
Please find enclosed a little token of my appreciation.  Thank you again for sharing your insight 
and experience. You have been a valuable part of my research project.  
 
Sincerely,  
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Appendix G 
 
Adult Learners Responses to Interview Questions 
 
 
AL 1. Did the literacy program prepare you for post secondary education, continuing 
education or vocational training?  If not, why?  
AL 1 N/A  Reading Student  
AL 2 “I’m wanting to go to college, I’ve been researching and looking into getting my 
associates in sonography. I am taking this opportunity to get my education.” 
AL 3 “Well, I’m on a path now.  I used to always give excuses of why not going and 
completing my GED or going into college.  Now I’m on that path.  I’m actually doing 
it [attending college].” “I’m now enrolled in South College under Criminal Justice.”  
 
AL 2. Did the literacy program prepare you for employment or a new job?  If so, how?  
AL 1 “I hope to find me a good job.  That's what I'm—that's what my goal is, to try to get 
me a real good job.” 
AL 2 “It will give me an education where I can go and get a better job, and support me and 
my daughter on our own, and not have to worry about who’s gonna help us.” 
AL 3 “Yes, I did get my CNA [Certified Nursing Assistant].  I got my license.” 
 
AL 3. What else could the literacy program have done to prepare you for education or work?  
AL 1 N/A Reading Student  
AL 2 “More classes throughout the week.  It’d keep the knowledge fresh on everyone, and 
it wouldn’t be spaced a week apart.” 
AL 3 N/A NEXT STEP student 
 
AL 4. Do you feel the literacy program experience improved your reading and writing? 
AL 1 “Since I've been coming here, I find myself—I read all the time.  Like I said, I'm at 
home reading what I didn't read, cuz I couldn't really read.”   
AL 2 “She’s teaching me how to slow my train of thought and rework things.  Not to use so 
many repetitive words and sentences, and stop repeating myself.” 
AL 3 “Well, the words—some words that colleges use or ask, and I didn’t know what they 
meant.” 
 
AL 5. In what ways did it help you, specifically? Could you provide an example? 
AL 1 “Like I said, since I been coming here, I just pick stuff up and I just start reading it.”  
AL 2 “I am relearning a lot of stuff that I already knew, but when you go so many years not 
using that knowledge, it gets pushed back to the back of brain and your brain’s got it 
locked in a vault.” “She’s [instructor] teaching me how to take my time, but at the 
same time, stay within the time limits [of the GED].  Focus more on what I’m doing, 
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instead of rushing through it and not paying attention” 
AL 3 “Because, I mean, I’ve learned a lot; stuff that I didn’t know.” 
 
AL 6. Did you have to overcome any obstacles during the classes or with the program? 
AL 1 “No.  I didn’t have no problems.”  
AL 2 “Being a single parent and not really having a whole lot of help and my daughter 
being a rough redhead.  It’s not easy.” “I have my own car, and sometimes it’s hard 
keeping gas in it, but I manage.  Cuz I don’t really go a lot of places.”   
AL 3 “My kids.  Yeah, I’m a single mom.” “Yeah, definitely.  Cuz most of—well, most of 
us—well, for me, I didn’t know about financial aid.  I mean, I truly knew about the 
government help, but I didn’t know what it was called.  I didn’t know how to do it.  I 
didn’t know who to ask, or what to do.” 
 
AL 7. What were the greatest challenges?  
AL 1 “Oh, I didn't like to read out loud.  No.  No. Yeah, because you feel like 
everybody's—you say something, you're like, are they laughing at me cuz I said it like 
that?”  “Like I said, I was embarrassed.  I was really embarrassed, but now, no.” 
AL 2  Yeah, so childcare is a real big issue, especially for me. 
AL 3 “The main challenge was who was gonna watch my kids.” 
 
AL 8. Did taking the literacy program make you successful?  If so, how?  Could you give me 
an example?  
AL 1 “I can read out.  I can sit up on the porch with my sisters as they read and stuff.  I start 
reading right along with 'em,” 
AL 2 “My last one [essay], I wrote one, and I only had like two or three mistakes.” 
AL 3 “Yes, I did get my CNA.  I got my license.” “I’m now enrolled in South College 
under Criminal Justice.” “Because, I mean, I’ve learned a lot; stuff that I didn’t 
know.” 
 
AL 9. Have you started school or a new job?  If so, how long have you been enrolled in class 
or working there?  
AL 1 N/A Reading Student  
AL 2 “I’m on SSI.” 
AL 3 “I go to orientation [South College] on August 6th, and I start classes August 10th.” 
 
AL 10. What do others say about what you have learned?  Could you give me an example?  
AL 1 “My momma, she always says, I'm so proud of you.  I'm so proud of you.”  “My 
sisters are the same way.”  
AL 2 “Yeah, a lot of people are proud of me, especially, my dad.  My dad’s hysterically 
happy about me finally going back to school and doing something.” 
AL 3 “Well, my mom’s really, really proud of me.  I tell her about what I’ve learned, and 
she’s just amazed,” 
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AL 11. Is there anything else that you would like to share with me that we have not already 
discussed?  
AL 1 “I would advise anybody that's—that can't read or you know—I would advise 
anybody to come here.” 
AL 2 “More classes during the week.” “I think it would be more helpful, if we had more 
classes and at least a couple hours longer of a class.” 
AL 3 “I mean, it’s [taking the literacy program] really worth the time to anybody, even if 
they’re a single mom or a student or whatever.  It really is worth the time.” 
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Appendix H 
 
Literacy Program Experts Responses to the Interview Questions 
 
 
LPE 1. What barriers have you found that prohibit adult learners from pursuing a 
postsecondary education or employment?  
LPE 1 “Is that their self-talk becomes the self-talk of that first teacher and the second 
teacher and the third teacher that tell them they don’t know anything.  They don’t 
know how to read.  They buy into that.  The self-confidence drops, and that is so 
sad.” “They seem to think there is a social stigma to not being able to read or not 
being literate.” “Not knowing what is available in the community that they could 
freely participate in or have the funds to participate in.” 
LPE 2 “Several of the students, or many of the adult students, that—they don't have that 
support system [childcare].”  “They don't have a—either the encouragement that's 
needed for them to go on and seek more employment or better employment or go 
on to school, the willingness to help out.” 
 
LPE 2. Do you feel your literacy program provides ways in which for the adult learners to 
overcome these barriers to allow access to education or employment opportunities?  If 
so, how?  
LPE 1 “I’m not given a strict curriculum.  I am mindful of the common core.  I am 
mindful of the requirements if you want to get your GED.  I am mindful of the 
curriculum requirement if you want to go onto college.  My teaching is structured 
along the guidelines.  I always, for my students, because sometimes from where 
they are in their learning experience do not recognize the greater goal or the greater 
emphasize I am trying to make for them.” 
LPE 2 “I talk to them about hours and credits, because they're so familiar with high 
school, and they're used to credits.” “We talk about making a schedule and what 
you have to take and what it looks like and that type of thing. [This is regarding 
attending college.] That helps them know.” “They can create a resumé that they 
actually take with them, create, save whatever, or they can update a resumé.”  
“Then we encourage them to sign up on the JOBS4TN site, which is our state 
Website.”  
 
LPE 3. What consequences have you personally witnessed among the adult learners as a 
result of lack of access to educational and employment opportunities?   
LPE 1 “They are limited to the kinds of jobs they can get.” 
LPE 2 “They find themselves spinning in the job market.  In other words, they cannot 
go—they cannot go forward.  Whether it be a job at McDonald's or wherever, 
they—that's as far as they can go.”  “Many of 'em—many students come back to us 
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that—where the company’s downsized, and they have lost their job.” “Had been 
bought by another company, and he was told that he could still have his job, but he 
must, because of company regulation, get his GED/HiSET.  He had worked there 
for 20-something years, I think.”  
 
LPE 4. In what way, do you feel your literacy program has contributed to the improvement of 
the adult learners reading and writing skills?  
LPE 1 “Just from observing them, you can tell how they’re learning.  By giving them little 
activities, you can tell what they are capable of and what their blocks are.” 
LPE 2 N/A NEXT STEP Instructor 
 
LPE 5. Is there a particular pedagogy that you use which is more successful than others in 
teaching the adult learner to read and write? 
  
LPE 1 “For me, it’s about processing the knowledge.  That’s why it’s difficult for me to 
use one particular curriculum.” 
LPE 2 “I explained to you about the knowledge that we give to them about postsecondary 
schools, the financial aid.” “Something else that we talk to 'em about is that we do 
resumés, and they can either create a resumé that they actually take with them, 
create, save whatever, or they can update a resumé.   
 
LPE 6. How do your measure the successfulness of your literacy program in teaching adult 
learners to read and write?  
LPE 1 “The biggest example is having them reset their personal goals and say, I want to 
get a GED.  Because once they start visualizing the possibility that they can do 
that, it becomes doable regardless of the time.  It becomes doable.” 
LPE 2 “We do a pre-survey and a post-survey.”  
 
LPE 7. Do you use any standardized tests?  If so, which ones?  
LPE 1 “I decided I would use TABE the locator and TABE the E level.”  “I used the 
Words Their Way program to assess students’ reading levels.”   
LPE 2 N/A NEXT STEP Instructor  
 
LPE 8. Do you maintain contact with your adult learners progress after leaving the literacy 
program?  If so, what do you measure them on?  
LPE 1 “I was so happy when she called me to tell me she had passed, and she had 
graduated.” “I try to keep in touch with them, so I can find out where they’re going 
to.” “Whether they’ve gotten a job or whether they’ve gone to college.  That’s also 
where Debbie and I work hand-in-hand.” 
LPE 2 “I love tryin' to help them get from this step to this step.  I stay in contact with 
many of them.  They'll contact me.” “Those that are still goin' on to school are still 
reaching out to me or Stephanie for questions.  I have helped—Misty West is the 
Missions Counsellor at TCAT that helps me there.”  “I went through and their 
[adult learners] phone numbers have changed.  Their addresses are not the same.  
Their phones have not set up that they can take a voice mail, and that's another 
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barrier.”  “I always use my—try to use my—the Friends of Literacy phone, 
because they can at least recognize, if they have caller ID.  It comes across as 
Friends of Literacy—because I'm sure—I know that they're not gonna answer a 
phone.” “They don't want to talk to anybody that—they just don't want to.” 
